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" I  C o u ld  W r ite  a  B o o k " : P a u l  a n d  
E l iz a b e th  C o re y
P H IL IP  G E R B E R
In  h is m em oir "L u rch ing  T ow ard  L iberalism ," Iow a novelist 
Pau l C orey speaks of v isiting  h is sister E lizabeth in  South 
D akota d u rin g  the  du stb o w l years an d  also of re-read ing , in  his 
a d u lth o o d , the  b u n d les  of le tte rs  w hich  Bess C orey h ad  w ritten  
hom e, lea rn ing  (and  re-learn ing) from  th em  a good  deal about 
the  early  h isto ry  of h is fam ily .1 Those letters, no w  to be 
p u b lish ed  by  The U niversity  of Iow a Press, do  contain  ream s of 
da ta  concern ing  th e  C orey fam ily. A n d  abou t ru ral one-room  
school teaching . A n d  abou t the  ho m estead in g  experience. But 
devo tees of Pau l C orey 's  Iow a novels will be particularly  
in te res ted  in  th e  b ro ther-s iste r re la tionsh ip  th a t em erges from  
these  pages, an d  by  the  fact th a t the  C oreys of M arne p roduced  
n o t one , b u t tw o  w riters of d istinction.
E lizabeth  C orey  (1887-1954) w as nearly  sixteen years old by 
the  tim e th a t P au l's  b irth  in  1903 com pleted  the  fam ily. A m ong 
the  seven  ch ild ren , Bess w as second-o ldest, Paul by far the 
y o u n g est, a gap  of nearly  six years existing be tw een  h im  and  
his n ea rest b ro the r, C hallenge. U nderstandab ly , crow ding  w as 
endem ic  in  the  tiny  four-room  h o u se  th a t E dw in C orey had  
bu ilt on  his farm  n o rth w es t of A tlantic. "H o w  m y fam ily 
m an ag ed  to  squeeze in to  [it] has alw ays baffled m e ,"  says Paul 
in  th e  fo rew ord  w h ich  he  has p ro v id ed  for th e  Iow a ed ition  of 
B ess's letters. H ow ever, as it w as on  so m any  early  farm s, the 
n ew  hom e w as a n  im p ro v em en t u p o n  the  original, prim itive 
accom m odations, possessing  the  advan tages, desp ite  its tiny
1 Paul Corey, "Lurching Towards Liberalism: Political and Literary Remi­
niscences," Books at Iowa, 49 (November 1988), 35-71. Readers interested in 
Paul Corey's farm novels might look at Robert A. McCown, "Paul Corey's 
Mantz Trilogy," Books at Iowa, 17 (November 1972), 15-18, 23-26. This essay is 
based upon the letters of Elizabeth Corey 1904-1942, Paul Corey's novel Three 
Miles Square, various sources treating the history of Stanley County, South 
Dakota, and upon the author's interviews and correspondence with Paul 
Corey 1986-1990.
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size, of be ing  " n ew  a n d  su b stan tia l."  S u rro u n d in g  th e  h om e on  
the  n o rth  stood  an  acre of app le  trees, frag ran t in  M ay; to  the  
east rolled a law n  on  w h ich  m ap les, elm s, cata lpas, an d  
assorted  everg reens flourished . The de rigueur vegetab le  gar­
den , full of every  good  th in g  for the  table, w as su p p lem en ted  
by a fru it g a rd en  w h ich  p ro d u ced  blackberries, raspberries, 
curran ts, s traw berries, a n d  g rapes. M aples, w illow s, an d  box­
elders form ed an  effective w indbreak . A ltogether, th e  farm  
em bodied  E dw in  C orey 's  " p ro u d  d re a m ,"  a solid  accom plish­
m en t for a poor boy  stray ing  w e stw ard  from  Illinois in  search  of 
a place in  the  A m erican sun .
Early in  1905, d isaster struck. A fter a brief b o u t w ith  p n e u ­
m onia, E dw in C orey d ied , p lu n g in g  his fam ily in to  d isarray . 
H is w idow , M argaret M organ  B row n C orey, w as left w ith  a 
grow ing  fam ily to  su p p o rt an d  a farm  to ru n . The o ldest son, 
O lney, w as n o t in  good  hea lth , b u t Fuller an d  Rob C orey w ere  
s trapp ing  teenagers, a n d  "m o st of the  farm  w ork  se ttled  on  
[them ],"  adm its Paul, w h o  at age tw o  w as little m ore th a n  an  
infant. "N eighbors he lped . I rem em ber stories th a t even  Bess 
w ore a pa ir of h e r b ro th e r 's  overalls a n d  h e lp e d  w ith  the  
hay in g ,"  a n d  u n d o u b ted ly  she did . M argaret C orey, too d is­
traugh t on  the  one h a n d  a n d  too b u sy  o n  th e  o ther, h a d  little 
tim e to devo te  to Paul, w hose  care becam e the  responsib ility  of 
his sisters, Bess an d  Ethel. Big an d  b londe, Bess took  the  lead. 
She w as sev en teen  a n d  full g row n , o ld  en o u g h  to  be a m o th er 
herself (although  she  n ever w o u ld  be). H app ily , she served  as 
a surrogate. "I w as to ld  th a t Bess u se d  to  p u t  m e to  sleep  by 
hum m ing  a S trauss w altz  an d  w altz ing  m e a ro u n d  the  k itchen - 
d ining room  in h e r a rm s ,"  says Paul. T hat concern  of b ig  sister 
for baby b ro th e r e n d u re d  all th ro u g h  Bess C orey 's  life, in  spite 
of the fact th a t for m ost of their years  on  ea rth  the  tw o  w ere  
separated  geographically  a n d  saw  each  o th e r all too  seldom . 
H er letters, fo rtu itously  p rese rv ed , n o w  serve (am ong  o ther 
purposes) as the  sole source for m any  details of Pau l C orey 's  
boyhood years w hich  o therw ise  w o u ld  be lost.
By the date  of E dw in  C orey 's  d ea th , E lizabeth  h a d  a lready  
in itiated h e r practice of letter-w riting . H er earliest ex tan t n o te  is
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d a ted  10 O ctober 1904 a n d  is w ritten  to assu re  her parents, 
tem porarily  ab sen t from  the  farm , th a t all is well. The churn ­
ing, baking , an d  iron ing  are on  schedule; Bess is m aking 
pickles, th e  th re sh e rs  are m oving  in to  the  neighborhood , and 
the  boys are do ing  "ab o u t as w ell as they  can" w ith  the 
p low ing . H er le tte r closes w ith  w h a t w ou ld  becom e a familiar 
refrain: "C ou ld  w rite  e n o u g h  to fill a book if I h ad  tim e."  Later 
th a t sam e au tu m n , Bess took e igh th- a n d  n in th - g rade  classes at 
the  public  school in  W alnut, a ham le t abou t half a dozen  miles 
w est of the  farm . She loved  school dearly  b u t m issed  her family 
an d  so (in those  p re-com m uting  days) laid  o u t a p lan  w hereby  
she w o u ld  m ail a le tte r hom e every  Friday, in  the  hope  th a t her 
m o th er m igh t som ehow  m anage to  find tim e on  S unday  to post 
a response .
Bess w as good  at h e r s tud ies  an d  m ade the  m ost of any 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  " sh in e ."  She w ro te  hom e som ew hat gleefully 
on  30 N ovem ber to  rep o rt th a t h e r  n in th -g rade  algebra teacher, 
n o t receiving an  an sw er u p o n  req u estin g  a s tu d e n t to explain 
the  term  "d iv is io n ,"  gave "a  little lec tu re"  on  the  significance of 
o n e 's  h av ing  ad vanced  all the  w ay  to  the  n in th  g rade  only to 
d raw  a b lank  o n  such  a fu n d am en ta l po in t as m athem atical 
d ivision. "A n d  th en  she asked  if any  one could  tell an d  for a 
w o n d e r I could  a n d  everyone in  the  room  turned to rubber,"  says 
Bess. E ven so, m athem atics w as n o t h e r strong  suit, for she 
received  a ra th e r respectab le, b u t n o t superio r, 85 in  A rithm etic 
on  h e r rep o rt card , h e r  scores in  every  o ther subject stand ing  in 
th e  90s. H ad  h e r  fa the r n o t p e rish ed  at such  a critical junctu re, 
w h o  can  say w h a t level of education  Bess C orey m ight have 
reached? H igh  School? College? W hatever h e r p o ten tia l—and  
h e r g rea t h u n g e r for lea rn in g —it w as n o t to be realized. For a 
sem i-o rphaned  Iow a farm  girl w ith o u t fu n d s  in  1905, the  odds 
w ere  trem en d o u s , con tinua tion  of h e r schooling by no  m eans 
an  au tom atic  process.
A s early  as th is, it w as Bess C orey 's  am bition  one day to 
p reside  over a classroom  of he r ow n, an d  by January  of 1905 
she  w as telling  of h e r p lan  to s tu d y  w ith  a friend an d  then  
a ttem p t the  sta te  exam ination  for a teach ing  certificate. There
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w as one problem : the  sta te  a llow ed p erso n s  of e igh teen  an d  
older to w rite  the  exam ination , w hile  Bess w as only  seven teen . 
But she w as a big seven teen , qu ite  literally. She s tood  five-foot- 
seven, w hich  p laced h e r  am ong  the  tallest C orey w om en , an d  
her w eight hovered  close to  tw o  h u n d re d  p o u n d s , a t tim es 
exceeding th a t m ark. P e rh ap s she  could  pass  herse lf off for 
eighteen? M rs. C opley, a t w hose  hom e Bess b o a rd ed  in  W al­
n u t, assu red  h e r th a t anyone  w o u ld  believe h e r to  be tw e n ­
ty —or even  tw en ty -tw o  ("a  com plim en t to  m y  y o u th  an d  
b eau ty ," com m ented  Bess som ew hat dub iously , ever aw are 
tha t she stood  o u t from  the  norm ). The m oral d ilem m a p e r­
sisted. She th o u g h t p e rh a p s  she m igh t go ah e ad  a n d  take the  
exam ination, age req u irem en t or no. This in fo rm ation  w as 
passed  to h e r p a ren ts  a long  w ith  a qualification: "If y o u  th in k  
it will be all r ig h t."  In  February  she d id  travel the  sh o rt d istance 
to Avoca for the  exam , tak ing  a tra in  th ro u g h  heavy  snow drifts  
to do  so, b u t once arrived  on  the  site h e r ne rve  failed her. As 
she paid  her requisite  dollar fee, the  exam iner a sked  h e r  age 
an d  Bess, con fron ted  w ith  th e  issue h ead -on , " d id n 't  have  the  
grit to give [it] as e ig h teen ."  In  deference , p e rh a p s , to h e r 
fran k n ess—an d  surely  to h e r  a p p a re n t d e s ire —the  exam iner 
held  o u t to he r the  possibility  th a t ach iev ing  good  scores m igh t 
m ake som e k ind  of d ifference a n d  th a t a tem p o rary  certificate 
m ight no t be totally o u t of th e  question .
At alm ost th is sam e tim e, E dw in  C orey d ied  a n d  Bess, be ing  
needed  at hom e, w as obliged to  cancel the  balance of h e r school 
year in  W alnut. But no w  h e r w ish  to  teach  h e ig h ten ed  in to  
necessity; som ehow  she h a d  to  su p p o rt herself. By sum m er 
1905 she w as in  H arlan , Iow a, tak ing  a su m m er school p ro ­
gram , a ttend ing  N orm al In stitu te , an d  com pleting  h e r exam i­
nations. It w as "h a rd  w o rk "  to  recite in  class from  seven-th irty  
in the m orn ing  un til noon , th en  to  s tu d y  all a fte rnoon  a n d  
often after su p p e r as well. In  A u g u st she took  the  teachers 
exam inations in  arithm etic, g ram m ar, h isto ry , geog raphy , an d  
o ther requ ired  "b ran ch es"  of s tudy . A p p reh en sio n  set in  
im m ediately as resu lts  cam e back an d  it w as ru m o red  th a t of 
n inety  cand idates in  arithm etic  fifty-seven h a d  failed. "I d o n 't
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k now  yet w h e th e r  I go t th ro u g h  or n o t,"  she w ro te  hom e; "am  
qu ite  su re  I have  failed in  o rth o g ra p h y ."  To en d  th is suspense , 
Bess took  th e  bull by  the  h o rn s  a n d  po in t-b lank  asked  the 
C o un ty  S u p e rin ten d en t of Schools ho w  m any  b ranches she 
h a d  failed. W hen  he  jokingly  rep lied  th a t it m u st be "abou t 
fifty ,"  h e r h ea rt sank  an d  she felt certain  that, w hatever the 
fact, she h a d  failed. The S u p e rin ten d en t h as ten ed  th en  to 
reassu re  her: "N o , M iss C orey, I th in k  you  d id  p re tty  w ell."  
A n d  so she h ad , earn in g  h e r tem p o rary  certificate an d  the  right 
to  teach  u n til h e r  e ig h teen th  b irthday , th ree  m on ths  ahead .
T hat fall Bess C orey beg an  h e r teach ing  career, tu to ring  
tw en ty -th ree  s tu d e n ts , includ ing  a g ro u p  of beg inners and  
a n o th e r g ro u p  w h o  w ish ed  to com plete the  e igh th  grade. The 
res t of the  s tu d e n ts  w ere  s tru n g  o u t am ong  the  in terven ing  
g rades. H er schoo lhouse  w as located abou t m idw ay  betw een  
M arne  a n d  H arlan , tw o m iles o u t from  the  farm  tow n  of 
T en n an t, b u t there  be ing  no  ro ad  a n d  no  bridge over the 
in te rven ing  creek, the  d istance to  to w n  w as m ore like six miles.
C ircum stance h a d  robbed  Bess C orey of an  o lder sister's 
priv ilege an d  joy in  w atch ing  a baby  b ro th e r grow  an d  develop 
o n  a daily  basis, b u t Paul w as n ever very  far from  his sister's 
a tten tion , a fact th a t is clear from  the  end less references to him  
in h e r le tte rs  hom e. E ven w hile cram m ing  for h e r  sum m ertim e 
exam inations in  H arlan  she h a d  asked  h e r m o ther to be sure 
a n d  " te ll Pau l I 'm  go ing  to pu ll h is toes w h e n  I get h o m e."  A nd 
the  fam ily could  say goodbye to  th e ir h ired  girl for a w hile, 
because sister Bess in te n d e d  to  take over. A t the  tim e, young  
Pau l w as ill, n ew s th a t w as k ep t from  Bess un til she learned  it 
in ad v erten tly  from  h e r A u n t Jennie C orey D unlavy , w h o  lived 
in  H arlan  a n d  h a d  the  new s from  a relative. T hen  Bess ch ided  
h e r  m o th e r for overp ro tec ting  her. If Pau l w ere  sick en ough  to 
have  req u ired  a doc to r 's  a tten tion , th en  she w an ted  to  know  
abou t it! A t T en n an t Bess b o a rd ed  w ith  the  W ever family, 
w hose  y o u n g  son  Lee she fo u n d  to  be "as  m uch  of a m im ic as 
P au l,"  forever dogg ing  h e r  foo tsteps a n d  ap ing  w hatever she 
d id  or said. O bserv ing  the  antics of little Lee W ever allow ed
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Bess to participate  v icariously in  the  g row ing  u p  of b ro th e r 
Paul.
M uch like Paul w o u ld  be a t a later da te , Bess C orey  loved  
p u tting  p e n  to  paper. In  m any  w ays she  w as a "b o rn "  w riter. 
So m any odd  an d  fu n n y  th ings w ere  h a p p e n in g  in  h e r T en n an t 
school th a t she voiced the  w ish  for a d ecen t book  to keep  a 
journal in. Lacking th a t, she u se d  h e r regu lar le tte rs  hom e to 
" Ma an d  the  Rest"  for the  p u rp o se . N o t alw ays able to keep  u p  
the w eekly epistle  she  a im ed  for, Bess w ro te  as o ften  as 
possible. These w ere  n o t m ere  n o tes  b u t ex ten d ed  letters, 
pages an d  pages cram m ed w ith  detail concern ing  h e r  school 
and  he r social life, an d  alw ays there  w as a barrage  of questions- 
questions-questions concern ing  the  fam ily on  the  farm . The 
arrival of a n ew  le tter from  Bess, says Paul C orey, becam e " a 
h igh  p o in t"  of relief in  the  som etim es h u m d ru m  rou tine  of 
daily farm  rou tine. C orey farm  w as s itu a ted  on  a crossroads 
close to  w here  Shelby C oun ty  to u ch ed  the  n o rth e rn  b o u n d a ry  
of Cass C ounty , a n d  at th a t c rossing  a w agon  w heel h a d  been  
d riven  in to  the  soil vertically on  its axle so th a t the  w hee l m igh t 
revolve horizontally . To th is w hee l w ere  fas tened  th e  m ail­
boxes of the  various neighbors a n d  it w as here , in  the  box 
m arked  COREY, th a t the  RFD m ailm an  d ep o sited  Bess's le t­
ters. As soon  as Paul w as o ld enou g h , h is chores in c luded  the  
fetching of the  m ail. H e a n d  the  en tire  fam ily looked  fo rw ard  to 
his finding in  the  box a fat envelope  from  Bess. Invariably  this 
w as add ressed  to "M rs. M. M. C orey ,"  a n d  only  M argaret 
Corey herself w as au tho rized  to  o p en  it, a ritua l w h ich  never 
took place im m ediately . The le tte r " lay  on  the  table w h ere  she 
sat at m ealtim e an d  w as o p en ed  a n d  read  after all th e  fam ily 
w as p resen t an d  h a d  fin ished  ea tin g ."  O n ly  th en  d id  M argaret 
pick the envelope u p  from  off the  red-checked  tablecloth , b reak  
its seal w ith  deliberation, a n d  beg in  to read  a loud  those  "long , 
chatty, gossipy, am using  repo rts  of [Bess's] experiences."  A t 
unpredictab le in tervals the  m o th e r m igh t p au se  to  dele te  w h a t 
her children soon  cam e to  u n d e rs ta n d  w ere  p assages too 
intim ate or revelato ry  for their y o u n g  ears to  hear. There w ere
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no  m oving  p ictu re  show s an d  obviously  no  rad io  a t Corey 
farm , a n d  of course no  one  h a d  even  d ream ed  of a television 
soap  opera . " But w e h a d  o u r ow n  [TV] seria l,"  says Paul, as he 
rem em bers, " a n d  w h e n  m y m o th er began  to read  one of Bess's 
le tte rs  she  got com plete a tten tio n  from  a ro u n d  the long  d in ing  
tab le ."  A n d  no  little p itcher h a d  b igger ears th an  you n g  Paul 
him self.
D uring  ho liday  visits a n d  d u rin g  sum m er vacations, Bess 
h a d  o p p o rtu n itie s  to  in terac t w ith  h e r sisters an d  b ro thers, and  
d u rin g  the  1908 sum m er, w hile  M rs. C orey w as in  O m aha 
recu p era tin g  from  surgery , Bess w as left in  full charge. H er 
responsib ilities covered  a w ide  spectrum  of farm  an d  fam ily 
concerns abou t w h ich  she  took  pa in s  to w rite  h e r m o ther ju st 
abou t daily. So m uch  to  do , so m any  th ings to keep  on 
schedu le  an d  to synchron ize. H ay ing  k ep t the  C orey boys busy  
u n til p a s t m id -m on th , th irty -tw o  racks a ltogether be ing  lugged 
to  the  ba rn , the  final load  be ing  as large as tw o o rd inary  loads. 
A n d  Paul, n o t liking to  be left o u t of the  action, cam e u p  w ith  
an  idea w h ich  Bess, in  h e r  typical style of reportage , d ram a­
tized  for h e r  m other:
Paulie has been haying also—can you not see him? Hickory shirt, 
blue patched overalls, and straw hat, hay poles and other haying 
machinery—stacking grass in the back yard. Can't you see him 
shove back his hat and scratch his little white head as he eyes 
critically a well finished stack or views a broken bit of machinery and 
exclaims, "Well, Geruslem!"
W hat abou t those  p a tch ed  overalls? W hat abou t all of the  boys' 
p a tch ed  an d  re-pa tched  overalls? E ighteen-year-old  Fuller 
o w n ed  tw o  pairs, b o th  w ell w orn; a n d  b ro th e r Rob, four years 
y o u n g er, w as d o w n  to a pa ir an d  a half, if th a t w ere possible. 
E ven the  tw o  pa irs  th a t Paul h a d  been  w earing  alternately  
seem ed  " p re tty  bad ly  gone w h ere  all overalls g o ."  A t the  end  
of such  a letter, ap p a ren tly  feeling herse lf in  som ew hat beyond  
h e r  d e p th , Bess w o u ld  forgo the  form ality  of h e r u sual signa­
tu re , " E lizabeth  F. C orey ,"  an d  sign in stead  w ith  a regressive 
" Y our Little Girl B ess." The chores w ere  endless; som e p rob­
lem s seem ed  irresolvable. Bess becam e a b it panicky as she
 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol52/iss1
[19]
w aited , h op ing  for h e r m o th e r 's  tim ely  re tu rn . H er sense  of 
anticipation w as infectious. It sp read  to Paul, h e r constan t 
com panion. M issing his m o th er m ore a n d  m ore in tensely , he 
occasionally w ou ld  sit u p , ear cocked in  th e  d irection  of the  
road, an d  declare: " I believe I h ea r m am m a com ing hom e!"
N ot m uch  of th is side of life a t the  farm , na tu ra lly , go t in to  
Bess's letters. P ossessed  of a nice sense  of h u m o r, she en joyed  
am using  h e r convalescent m o th er w ith  the  daily  com edy  of 
e rro rs—m eaning , often , w h a t little Paul w as u p  to. O ne day  
she rep o rted  hearing  Paul "h o w lin g  b loody  m u rd e r"  an d  w en t 
ou t to the gate to see w h a t m igh t be the  trouble: "P au l w as 
com ing u p  the  p lank  rubb ing  his so u th eas t ear a n d  cry ing  m ore 
because he w as ang ry  th an  h u rt. I asked  h im  w h a t w as the  
m atter an d  he said, 'I fell d o w n  a n d  of course  E thel h a d  to com e 
and  fall on  top  of m e .'"  This m ishap  occurred  on  the  day  
follow ing P au l's  fifth b irthday , for w h ich  he  received  a "p re tty  
posta l"  from  G randm a C orey a n d  from  sister E thel a h e m ­
stitched hankerch ief in itialed  in  th e  corner. A bou t ten  o'clock 
Paul ap p eared  at the  h o u se  in  d isarray , "h is  c lo thes ju st 
p lastered  w ith  m u d ."  H e h a d  clim bed the  h o g p en  fence to 
perch on  the  top  rail b u t h a d  slipped  an d  fallen off, lan d in g  in  
a m ud  p udd le . "W e w ere going  to  change h is c lo th es ,"  w ro te  
Bess, "b u t found  w e h a d  to scrape a good  layer of m u d  off h im  
to above his w aist a n d  th en  give h im  a b a th  for the  m u d  w as so 
th in  tha t w h en  he lit feet d o w n w ard  the  m u d  w e n t righ t u p  
inside his c lo thes."  Bess sat Paul on  an  o v e rtu rn ed  pail in  the 
back kitchen w hile she fin ished  dow sing  h im  off, a n d  after 
sitting in  silent w oe for a few  m in u tes , he  looked  u p  at h e r  an d  
said, "I ju st k new  I 'd  have  som e such  luck as th is on  m y 
b irthday ."
Follow ing the  m id-day  m eal th a t sam e day , Bess h e a rd  Paul 
hollering again  and  saw  b ro th e r Fuller sp rin t to th e  b a rn  to  see 
w hat w as up . Paul ap p aren tly  h a d  b een  "foo ling  ab o u t"  the  
new  colt of the  C orey h o rse  N ell an d  it h a d  "k icked  h im  tw ice 
and  knocked the  w ind  righ t o u t of h im ."  W hen  his b ro th e r  Rob 
asked, incredulously , w h e th e r  he  h a d n 't  k n o w n  th a t a colt 
w ould  kick, Paul resp o n d ed , "Yes, I k n ew  sh e 'd  kick m e, b u t
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I d id n 't  spose 'e m  little feet could  h u r t an y o n e ."  A  sho rt w hile 
later, w h e n  Paul cam e in to  the  house , Bess inqu ired  as to the 
ruckus in  the  barn , an d  "h e  looked  u p  a t m e an  in stan t and 
th e n  said, 'Bess, c a n 't I b low  soap  bubbles? ' T hat w as all I ever 
go t o u t of h im  abou t it."
W hile M argaret C orey recu p era ted  in  O m aha, Bess passed  
th e  n ew s th a t the  C opley  fam ily w ith  w h o m  she h a d  boarded  
w hile a tte n d in g  W alnu t Public School p lan n ed  to leave "fo r the 
w e s t"  w ith in  days, selling  m ost of their goods a t public auction 
befo rehand . This w as n o t the  first such  an nouncem en t, for the 
w estering  sp irit w as still very  m uch  alive in  the generation  
w hose  p a re n ts  h a d  m ig ra ted  from  Illinois, Ind iana , O hio  and  
o th er m id -reg ion  sta tes. The bu rg eo n in g  railroad system s, 
lay ing  track as rap id ly  as possib le in to  n ew  territories, adver­
tised  far an d  w ide , flam boyantly  en tic ing  settlers to  new  lands 
as th ey  w ere  opened . A t th is tim e particu larly , S outh  D akota 
w as a focus of lu sh  prose. H ere  it w as claim ed th a t exception­
ally fine an d  fertile farm  acreages could  be h a d  free u n d e r  the 
term s of th e  H om estead  Act, a lovely q u arte r section to each 
qualified  taker. As early  as 1905 Bess h a d  n o ted  th a t "M r. and  
M rs. Backus are to s ta rt for D akota to m o rro w ,"  a n d  now  that 
the  Sioux Ind ians  w ere  be ing  sequeste red  m ore an d  m ore 
rig id ly  on  the  sh rink ing  reservation  lands w hile tracts such as 
the  R osebud  R eservation  w ere  being  th ro w n  open  to h om e­
steaders, th e  d e p a rtu re s  from  Iow a w ere  becom ing m ore and  
m ore frequen t.
E lizabeth C orey w as listen ing  a tten tive ly  to all th is talk of 
p arad ise  w est of the  M issouri River, an d  at som e po in t be tw een  
1905 an d  1908 she  herse lf caugh t th e  fever. But there  w as a 
catch. In  o rd er to  qualify  u n d e r  the  H om estead  Act, one m ust 
be of legal age, an d  Bess w o u ld  n o t observe h e r tw enty-first 
b irth d ay  u n til m id -N ovem ber 1908. T here w as no  w ay  of 
" fu d g in g "  the  ru le. B iding h e r tim e, Bess con tinued  h e r  rural 
schoo lteach ing  in  Iow a n ea r Irw in , th en  tau g h t closer to hom e, 
a t a one-room  school w ith in  com m uting  d istance of Corey 
farm . N ovem ber, the  m o n th  of h e r tu rn in g  tw enty-one, w as no 
tim e to be h e a d in g  for the  w ilds of w este rn  D akota, b u t in  1909
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as w in ter so ftened  in to  sp rin g  a n d  school term s cam e to  an  
end , Bess p rep a red  to  em igrate. A  schoo lm a 'am  friend , Lida 
Sm ith of H arlan , w as to accom pany  her: safety  in  num bers. 
Together they  m ade p lans  to  take th e  C hicago a n d  N o rth w e s t­
ern  Railw ay o u t of H arlan , m ake their w ay  to  P ierre, the  tiny  
South  D akota capital, w h ere  a new  railw ay bridge  sp a n n e d  the  
M issouri, an d  from  there  to con tinue  w ith  the  N o rth w este rn  
along its n ew  ro u te  th ro u g h  gigantic  S tan ley  C o un ty  to  a spo t 
w hich  w as fast becom ing a m ajor te rm in u s on  the  h o m estead ­
ing  trail: the  boom tow n  of M idland . From  M id land  Bess an d  
Lida p lan n ed  to  m ake their w ay  n o rth  by  stage p a s t the  n ew  
ham let of H ayes to available lands form erly  in c luded  in  the  
C heyenne R eservation n ea r the  p o s t office of L indsay  w h ere  
L ida's au n t N ora Scarborough a n d  h e r  fam ily w ere  ranch ing . 
The yo u n g  teachers d e p e n d e d  u p o n  th e  Scarboroughs to p u t 
them  u p  for a tim e a n d  teach  th em  the  ro p es  of th is n ew  gam e 
they  w ere en tering .
The friends left H arlan  on  1 June  1909, steam ing  n o rth w ard  
on  the railroad  tow ard  Sioux City, Sioux Falls, H u ro n , an d  
Pierre. Bess, besides the  substan tia l traveling  su it a n d  straw  
sailor she w as w earing , took a valise a n d  a paraso l, leav ing  he r 
trunk  an d  o th er od d s an d  en d s to  be fre igh ted  to  h e r  later from  
the  farm. M id land  w as reached  in  the  w ee h o u rs  of the 
m orn ing  of 3 June a n d  later th a t sam e day  Bess a n d  Lida set o u t 
for H ayes as p assengers  on  a jo lting  w agon  th a t d o ub led  as a 
stagecoach. A t each step  of the  jou rney , how ever, Bess C orey 
h ad  becom e less en tranced  w ith  h e r  com pan ion , a n d  a t Scar­
borough  R anch she  d iscovered  th a t once Lida Sm ith  h a d  
located a claim  the  Scarborough m en  ap p e are d  to  lose in te rest 
in  help ing  to find  one for her. B idding a silen t farew ell-forever 
to Lida, Bess w ith d rew  to  Fort P ierre, once the  fu r-trad ing  
center of the  W est an d  still the  site of an  an n u a l R ound  U p 
following w hich  th o u sa n d s  of h ead  of cattle w e n t to  easte rn  
m arkets. In Fort P ierre any  n u m b er of " lan d  locaters"  h a d  set 
u p  shop, b u t n o t locating the  em p loym en t she  n e e d ed  in  o rd er 
to keep  body  a n d  soul together w hile  search ing  for a suitable 
hom estead , Bess crossed  the  M issouri to  P ierre, even  th e n  a
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considerab ly  larger tow n , an d  beg an  w ork ing  as a cook 's helper 
in  the  k itchen  of the  Locke H otel, th en  th e  capital city 's m ost 
illustrious public  es tab lishm en t. Laid off a t the  Locke w hen  
b u sin ess  slackened , Bess crossed  to  Fort P ierre an d  found  w ork 
w ith  M rs. G eorge G ordon , w h o  ran  a board ing  house. The tw o 
becam e fast friends, Bess often  in  later years stay ing  at the 
G ordons w h e n  " in  to w n ,"  a n d  on  occasion help ing  o u t at the 
several busin esses  ru n  by  the  en trep ren eu ria l G eorge G ordon, 
w h ich  inc luded  one of th e  first m oving-p icture  show s in  tow n.
Before the  su m m er w as ou t, Bess h ad  located a " re linqu ish ­
m e n t,"  a tract be ing  g iven  u p  by  a hom esteader leaving the 
territo ry . H e sold  h e r the  in form ation  concern ing  the date  and  
tim e at w h ich  he  w o u ld  give u p  his claim  at the  land  office so 
th a t she m igh t be p resen t, jo hnny -on -the-spo t, to file her ow n 
claim  on  his 160-acre p lo t of g round . The land , now  hers, lay 
a long  Bad River, a tribu ta ry  of the  M issouri, an d  w as no t far 
so u th  of the  river itself, abou t ten  m iles so u th w est of Fort 
Pierre. Like m ost of the  tracts w est of the  river, an d  despite  
railroad  p ro p ag an d a , th is land  w as m arginal. O nly  sporadically 
d id  the  soil receive sufficient rainfall to  assu re  a profitable crop 
of w h ea t or rye or corn. But un like m any  o th er hom esteaders, 
Bess w as n o t in ten d in g  to a ttem p t eastern -sty le  farm ing here. 
She h o p e d  in stead  to create a ranch  w h ere  she could  b reed  fine 
ho rses for rid in g  an d  for pu lling  the  n a tio n 's  carriages. T hat the 
h o rse  w as on  the  verge of be ing  ren d e re d  obsolete by the 
au tom obile , w hich  by  th en  h ad  in v ad ed  even  the  hom estead ­
ing  lands of S tanley C oun ty , w as n o t a p o in t th a t Bess seem ed 
to g ra s p —n o r th a t she w ish ed  to acknow ledge. A fu rth e r—and  
quite  prac tica l—appeal of the  Bad River area w as tha t its 
pop u la tio n , m ost of it new ly  arrived , consisted  of young  
fam ilies w ith  school-age ch ildren . Teachers w ere in  great 
d em an d , an d  the  settlers su rro u n d in g  Bess's new  hom estead  
w ere  p rep a re d  to hire. In  accepting  th a t p o s t a t Speer School, 
Bess C orey w as able to  con tinue  the  p rom ising  career in itiated 
in  Iow a schoolroom s. A t th e  sam e tim e, she m ight earn  the 
m oney  n eed ed  to h ire w ork  done  on  h e r claim, heavy projects 
th a t she could  n o t u n d e rtak e  by  herself, like bu ild ing  a shelter.
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Prom ptly  u p o n  h e r arrival a t M id land , d u rin g  the  hasty  
hours be tw een  tra in  a n d  stage, Bess h a d  b eg u n  h e r le tte rs 
hom e to the  fam ily in  M arne. These co n tin u ed  to  p o u r  in to  the 
C oreys' c rossroads m ailbox, p lu m p  envelopes invariab ly  p o s t­
m arked  Fort Pierre. Bess's letters h a d  alw ays been , as Paul has 
said, long, chatty , an d  gossipy , b u t n o w  th ey  w ere  cram m ed 
also w ith  eyew itness accounts w h ich  to ld  a lm ost on  a day-by- 
day basis of the  bu ild ing  of Bess's claim  shack, the  b reak ing  of 
the virg in  sod, the  d red g in g  of a d am  across a co nven ien t d raw . 
To their ho rro r, the  fam ily w ere  inv ited  to  partic ipa te  vicari­
ously in  their s is te r 's  discovery  th a t h e r  n ew  ho m estead  
ad jo ined  a ra ttlesnake d en  w h ere  th o u sa n d s  of w rith in g  ser­
pen ts  k ep t a w in te r hom e. V enem ous "b u zz e rs"  m igh t be 
encoun tered  anyw here; Bess d a red  n o t leave h e r  shack after 
dark; she strayed  n o w h ere  w ith o u t h e r snake stick. But n ever 
fea r—she w ou ld  slaugh ter any  snakes she m et a n d  sen d  their 
" trim m ings"  hom e to h e r b ro th e rs  for souvenirs.
The hom esteaders p o u rin g  in to  S ou th  D akota au tom atically  
encroached  on  territories w h ich  form erly  h a d  b een  o p en  range. 
In bygone days S tanley C o un ty  h a d  been  one  h u g e  tract of 
unfenced  pastu re  w h ere  ranchers w ith o u t let o r h ind rance  
m ight fa tten  lon g h o rn  cattle on  the  native g rasses a n d  th en , 
following the  fall ro u n d -u p , sh ip  th em  o u t of Fort P ierre by  the 
trainload to  the  U nion  S tockyards in  Chicago. The com ing of 
the settlers d isru p ted  a n d  w as u ltim ately  to d estroy  th is 
tim e-honored  practice. T ension  filled the  air. Som etim es, o p en  
or covert violence broke out. The C orey boys w ere  a llow ed  to 
share Bess's ou trage  w h e n  a m averick  co w h an d  one n ig h t 
lassoed h e r "little  m an sio n "  (her eu p h em ism  for th e  ou td o o r 
privy on h e r claim) a n d  sp u rre d  his m o u n t to  rip  it from  its 
m eager foundation  an d  d rag  it across the  p lains, tum bling  an d  
sm ashing as it w en t. The b a rren  hills w est of the  M issouri w ere  
lonely places, b u t there  w ere  few  dull m o m en ts  in  Bess C orey 's  
life ou t there!
"It takes a strong  character to  m ake good h e re ,"  she  w ro te  to 
her fam ily, explain ing  continually  h o w  she  w as ru n n in g  u p  
against "som eth ing  fierce," an  exam ple be ing  d e m o n stra ted  by
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a conversa tion  w ith  old M rs. V an M etre, the  m o ther of a 
ne ig h b o r a t M athew s School. M rs. V an M etre w as in ten t on 
telling  Bess of a farm yard  a rg u m en t she h a d  h a d  w ith  ano ther 
settler, M r. Parker. "I can 't rem em ber w h e th e r it w as the 
b u tch e r knife or h a tch e t"  th a t she w ielded , said  Bess, b u t Mrs. 
V an M etre h ad , as the  old lady  h ad  p u t it, chased  Parker 
"a ro u n d  th a t w ag in  an d  ro u n d  th a t w ag in"  un til she tripped  
a n d  fell d o w n , p icked  herse lf u p  a n d  w e n t after h im  m ore 
h ea ted ly  th a n  ever. O n e  of the  Parker ch ild ren  w as stand ing  
nearby  a n d  P arker called o u t to h is p u rsu e r , "D o n 't you  h u rt 
m y child!" to w h ich  she re to rted , " It a in t yo u r child I w an t, it's
you , you  ______________ !" T hen , said  Bess, M rs. V an M etre
" ju s t u n w o u n d  a reel an d  a half of p ro fan ity  th a t w ou ld  m ake 
y o u r hair raise an d  th a t creepy  feeling go d o w n  yo u r spine. I've 
h e a rd  m en  u se  cuss w o rd s b u t the  w ay  she u sed  'em  m ade m e 
catch m y  b rea th  [but] I d id n 't  rem o n stra te  w ith  h e r—I d id n 't 
w a n t h e r to  say 'e m  to m e!" She h a d  a question  to  p u t to the 
family: "H o w  w o u ld  you  like to be w h ere  th ey  fight w ith  
knives, h a tch e ts , a n d  gu n s, to  say n o th in g  of the  rocks and  
clubs?"
People such  as M rs. V an M etre an d  Parker figured p rom i­
n en tly  in  Bess's le tte rs—a cast of characters p iling  in to  the 
"ch a p te rs"  of h e r  evolv ing  story , these  sections of he r " au to ­
b io g rap h y ,"  as she som etim es refe rred  to the  pages she m ailed 
to  M arne. T here w ere , for in stance, G ran t an d  M ae Stone, w ho  
lived n ea r Speer School, w h ere  Bess tau g h t th a t fall of 1909, 
an d  w h o  h a d  fou r tiny  ch ild ren  w h o m  Bess at once dubbed  
" th e  p eb b les ."  All six of the  fam ily—p lu s  B ess—w ere cooped 
u p  together in  a one-room  shack for h e r  first D akota w inter. 
Such a luxury  as a b ed  of h e r o w n  w as u n d rea m t of, an d  Bess's 
b edm ate  w as y o u n g  W eltha, the  "littlest pebb le ,"  w ho  w as 
in trig u ed  by  every th ing  abou t the  n ew  schoolm a'am , including 
h e r gen ero u s p ro p o rtio n s , an d  could  n o t resist testing  Bess's 
p lu m p  arm  w ith  a sh a rp  p inch . This in sp ired  Bess's retort: 
"D o n 't  you  th ink  fat can feel?" The p h rase  h a d  w ider im plica­
tions, of course.
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Lack of privacy aside, scarcely a m o m en t w as free a t S tones 
for Bess to concentrate  on  h e r letters. The crow ding  m ean t also 
tha t Bess could n o t avoid  becom ing in tim ately  tang led  u p  in  the 
Stones' fam ily life, the  details of w h ich  w ere  issu ed  to M arne in  
regular and  o ften  h ilarious bulle tins. All of the  Bad River 
neighbors w ere  new com ers. M any w ere  g en u in e  foreigners: 
D anes, G erm ans, C zechs. The B rothers Bahr, Joseph  an d  
Julius, w ho  h o m estead ed  n ear Bess, w ere  po ten tia l su ito rs, 
and  spoke w ith  extra-thick G erm an  accents w h ich  she, w ith  h e r 
love of language, took joy in  m im icking w h en ev e r she re la ted  
her escapades w ith  " D ose by  y inks D u tch m en ."  A n d  Prairie 
Chicken, an  im m ense Sioux In d ian  w h o  chose to  live off the  
reservation, becam e one of Bess's best-liked  neighbors; it w as 
his d istinction  to be th e  sole h u m an  w ith in  m iles w h o  w as 
ind ispu tab ly  larger th an  s h e —h e  w eighed  in  a t nearly  four 
h u n d red  p o u n d s . Best of all, p e rh ap s , because  Bess, in  q u es t of 
better cond itions an d  h ig h er pay , changed  schools on  a regu lar 
basis, o ften  yearly, the  C oreys of M arne  each a u tu m n  w ere 
in troduced  to a n ew  cast, a n ew  locale, a n ew  plot. T heir big 
sister w as a sharp  observer, an  as tu te  ju d g e  of character. A nd  
hav ing  before h is eyes an d  ears these  regu lar exam ples of place 
an d  p lo t an d  a range  of characters s tru n g  o u t across a b road  
spectrum  from  buffoon  to h e ro —these  co n tin u ed  " ch ap te rs"  of 
the Stanley C oun ty  story  he  h as  said  w as h is fam ily 's TV serial 
1910-style—w ith  sister Bess's le tte rs  as con tinual m odels a n d  
object lessons, it sh o u ld  com e as no  su rp rise  th a t Pau l C orey as 
he passed  from  ch ildhood  in to  y o u n g  m an h o o d  m igh t get the  
no tion  th a t he , too, could  shape  som e original artifact th a t 
w ould  cap tu re  a n d  com m unicate  the  essence of h is fam ily 's 
adven tu res in  Clay T ow nsh ip , Shelby C oun ty , Iowa.
W est-of-the-River S ou th  D akota in  1910 w as to u g h  coun try , 
m an 's  coun try , w here  Bess w as requ ired  constan tly  to  ba ttle  for 
her rights, som etim es even  for the  paycheck  th a t sh o u ld  have 
been  hers  w ith o u t the  n eed  of tracking  d o w n  recalcitran t 
School D irectors every  m o n th . In  the  ro u g h  a n d  tum ble  life on  
that last fron tier n o  ho lds w ere  ba rred , b u t Bess could  take it on  
the chin, an d  w h en  necessary  she could  d ish  it ou t, too. She
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h a d  to  s tan d  u p  to  the  tests , a n d  it p leased  h e r no  en d  w hen  
she d id  m easu re  u p , even  in  so m ino r a m atte r as h e r apparel; 
a farm  girl, she  w as qu ite  p rep a re d  to  d o n  th e  heavy  w orkshoes 
req u ired  for hom estead in g , a n d  so she stood  o u t from  the 
u n in itia ted  tow n -b red  lad ies w hose  im practical slippers w ere 
soon  to rn  a p a rt by  the  rough , h a rd  soil. T hat these  shoes drew  
the  adm ira tion  of o th er hom estead ers  p leased  h e r no  end .
T here  also cam e tim es w h e n  Bess felt it necessary  quite 
literally  to  " p u t on  the  g loves" an d  de fend  h e rse lf—tim es w hen  
be ing  b ro u g h t u p  in  a fam ily of boys paid  d iv idends. W hile 
teach ing  at M athew s School a long  Bad River in  1915, Bess often 
w as inv ited  to  th e  nearby  hom e of a s tu d en t, Peter Seieroe, 
som etim es to  sp en d  th e  n igh t. P e ter 's  o lder b ro ther, H arry, 
w h o  w as b igger a n d  taller th an  Fuller C orey (and  Fuller stood 
six-feet-tw o), w o u ld  n o t s top  teasing  her. As the  bully  becam e 
m ean er an d  m eaner, Bess a t last exploded . H arry  " ju st to r­
m en ted  m e till I co u ld n 't s tan d  it any  lo n g er,"  she w ro te, " and  
I ju s t w e n t for h im  a n d  slap p ed  h im  clear u p  to  a p eak ."  This, 
she said, becam e one of the  occasions th a t gave h e r a ne igh­
b o rh o o d  rep u ta tio n  " for quick m o tio n s ."  H arry  Seieroe proved  
no  m atch  a t all for her. " I 'd  m ake a fein t a n d  h e 'd  th ro w  u p  his 
arm  to  p ro tec t one  side of h is face, a n d  I 'd  give h im  th ree  on  the 
o th e r side before he  could  m o v e ."  A crow d of neighbors 
h a p p e n e d  to  be g a th e red  at Seieroes th a t n igh t, including 
R alph  M athew s, fa ther of a n o th e r of Bess's s tu d en ts  (and 
son-in-law  of the  vitriolic M rs. V an M etre). " They can 't get over 
i t ,"  Bess rep o rted  of h e r tr iu m p h  over h e r to rm enter; "M r. 
M athew s, w h o  is qu ite  a boxer h im self, is alw ays saying h e 'd  
like to  have  m e practice w ith  m its ju st to  see w h a t I could d o ."  
She could  do  p len ty .
A  glow  of p rid e  su ffu sed  those  letters in  w hich  Bess gave 
details of h e r  acceptance by  the  locals. By h e r  first b irthday  
aw ay  from  Iow a, feeling su d d en ly  qu ite  alone an d  very  h om e­
sick, she chased  the  b lues w ith  p e n  an d  stationery . " Will try to 
w rite  a n o th e r  c h a p te r,"  she an n o u n ced  as she o p en ed  her 
rep o rt of sharp ly  colder w ea th er, of p rog ress m ade in  erecting 
h e r shack on  the  claim , a n d  of h e r p lans  for fu rn ish ing  it w ith
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m ore th an  the  nail keg  w h ich  p resen tly  served  as h e r only  
" chair."  To th is account Bess a d d ed , clearly w ith  a sense  of 
elation: " E verybody m akes such  a too t ab o u t m y nerve , pluck, 
pu sh , grit a n d  so on  till it m ost m akes m y feet w arm  for so far 
it h a sn 't  been  half as h a rd  as th ey  seem  to th in k  it is; still, 
th ey 'd  m ost b reak  the ir necks to do  som eth in g  for 'M iss C orey .' 
I w as never so p o p u la r before an d  it m akes m e feel q u ee r."  
Queer in  th is context m ean t th a t she w as m ade  to feel appreci­
a ted  an d  very  n eed ed , raising  em otions th a t h a d  b een  absen t 
from  h er life since the  d e a th  of h e r  beloved  father, w h e n  it 
seem ed to h e r th a t she w as ra th e r  ru d e ly  be ing  shoved  o u t of 
the  C orey n es t an d  m ade to  fend  for herself, ready  o r no t. "Y ou 
said you  could get a long  b e tte r  w ith o u t m e th an  w ith  m e a n d  
there  w a sn 't room  for u s  all to  hom e a n d  th a t I could  m ake ou t 
better th an  th e  res t co u ld ,"  she w ro te  h e r  m o th e r in  a m om en t 
of b itter frankness w ith in  a m o n th  of h e r arrival in  D akota. T hat 
it m ay have been  an  abso lu te , albeit u n fo rtu n a te , necessity  for 
Bess to  go o u t on  h e r ow n  at a ten d e r age d id  n o t m ake it any  
easier for he r in  an  affectional sense. She h a d  felt lost an d  
u tterly  bereft. But no w  the  success of h e r n ew  life on  Bad River 
w as beg inn ing  to heal h e r w o u n d s .
W hatever resen tm en ts  Bess C orey h a rb o red  against h e r 
m o th e r—they  w ere considerable  an d  regu larly  becam e too 
pow erful to be con ta ined  —she strove n o t to tran sfer those 
em otions to he r b ro thers, w h o  in  h e r pe rcep tio n  h a d  been  
granted  safe harbo r a t C orey farm  even  w hile  she  w as being  
ousted. In particu lar, she  took p a in s  n ev er to  express ill feeling 
tow ard h e r beloved  Paul. A s th e  baby  of the  fam ily, he  w as 
clearly innocent. She deep ly  reg re tted  th e  fact th a t she h a d  n o t 
had  a satisfactory farew ell from  h im  a n d  the  o th e r yo u n g er 
Coreys, even w hile know ing  th a t h e r  d e p a rtu re  for the  W est 
m ust have been  incom prehensib le  to such  ten d e r  m inds. 
D uring the sum m er of h e r d ep a rtu re , she a llow ed in to  a le tte r 
the sentence: "P au l w o u ld n 't  say good  bye to m e, so n o w  I'll 
never come to see h im  or ask  h im  to com e to see m e till he 
straightens th ings u p ."  But th a t th rea t w as m ade  tongue-in - 
cheek, even w hile it exp ressed  g enu ine  h u rt. H ow  could  a
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six-year-old be expected  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t h is big sister w as 
go ing  to  be gone aw ay  for a long , long  tim e —gone for years 
p e rh a p s —gone for w h a t in  recu rren t da rk  m om en ts seem ed  to 
h e r  to  be forever? She m en tions again  an d  again  the  single 
fleeting  supposition : I f they had known, if they had realized, perhaps 
then the younger children would have kissed her and hugged and 
clung. But Pau l a n d  C hallenge an d  o th ers  w ere  ch ildren , she an 
adu lt. Bess realized  all of th is, b u t still the  heartache  persisted .
From  th e  beg inn ing , Bess's fond  concern  for Paul th reads its 
w ay  th ro u g h  th e  pages of h e r ho m estead in g  letters. W orking 
for the  G ordons d u rin g  th a t 1909 sum m er, no  claim  located yet, 
Bess w as cheered  by  M rs. G o rd o n 's  sister, w h o  agreed  w ith  her 
th a t it d id  seem  the  fates m igh t be a rrayed  against h e r b u t 
rem in d ed  h e r  also th a t it w as a long  road  th a t h a d  no  tu rn ing , 
a n d  som e day  soon  she w as b o u n d  to have  " a ru n  of luck to 
m ake u p  for i t . ' ' A lthough  close to  d e sp o n d en cy  as she w rote 
hom e, Bess rallied  to include a Fort-P ierre v ignette  for h e r  little 
b ro th e r reg a rd in g  Ted E. Bear, the  G ordons ' dog:
You must tell Paul what happened to Ted E. Bear. A short time ago 
he got out and went up town. Some ornery cuss must have been 
waiting for him for he was back in less than twenty minutes and 
Mrs. Gordon didn't know him and what's worse the poor little 
scamp didn't know himself. The head third of him was painted coal 
black, the middle third was bright yellow, and the tail third was of 
the brightest red. Ted E. would look around at himself and of all the 
shying and running you ever saw, Ted E. reached the limit. They 
soaked him in turpentine and washed him through two or three 
waters. He looked pretty good then, except his eyes, but about that 
time the dope began to affect his skin and then he was a streak of 
double-geared howl going about the place for most of a night and 
day.
T here  w as a m oral in  th is, of course: " Tell Paul n o t to let [his 
p e t dog] Tw igs stray  off to  the  ne ighbors any  m ore!"
Bess co n tin u ed  to  edify an d  am use  h e r  fam ily via the  mails. 
Som etim es she took a special de ligh t in  scaring them  half to 
d e a th  w ith  the  risks she  w as taking, as in  h e r repea ted  
references to the  ra ttlesnake  m enace: " Say! it 's  n o th in g  to kill 
ha lf a d o zen  in  crossing  [m y claim]. You w o u ld n 't catch m e
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anyw here  n ear there  w ith o u t a snake stick ."  A n d  th ere  w as 
alw ays the  w eather, regu larly  going  to  ex trem es, su d d e n  
spring  thaw s a n d  rains th a t caused  u ncon tro lled  flooding  on  
Bad River or, as w as m ore o ften  the  case, w in te rs  the  severity  
of w hich  no  one in  she lte red  Iow a could  even  h o p e  to im agine. 
February  w as likely to b ring  the  w o rst th a t N a tu re  could  
m u s te r—b u t it also b ro u g h t Bess, w h o  in  1914 w as d riv ing  a 
buggy daily from  h e r claim  to h e r  school, a n o th e r  o p p o rtu n ity  
to say th a t she could  take it:
It kept getting colder and colder till the night of the 4th, then we had 
a howling blizzard. It lasted all day the next day and the following 
day (Friday). I made it to school tho few did. The cold was intense. 
Grant [Stone] froze his nose and toes just going to the barn. I made 
my twelve miles that Friday and only frosted my feet. Saturday was 
a fright again but it moderated a little and I made it to school O. K.
We had another howling storm all day Wed. so I staid at Donahues 
that night. Staid again Friday night in hopes that I could get to town 
yesterday with Mr. D. but it stormed to beat the cars yesterday and 
is at it today. They are out of groceries and coal so Mr. D. is going 
to try to make it in this afternoon and out tomorrow, but it's fierce.
There w ere  o th er scary tim es, such  as th e  w in te r day  w h e n  she 
hea rd  a heavy  b u m p in g  a n d  th u m p in g  aga in st the  frail o u te r 
w alls of h e r w o o d en  schoolhouse , a n d  w h e n  she  a n d  he r 
pup ils ran  to the  w in d o w s to  investigate  th ey  saw  th a t the  
school w as to tally  su rro u n d e d  in  a rum b ling  sea of buffalo, a 
rem nan t of the  m illions-plus h e rd s  th a t once h a d  d o m in a ted  
the lush ly -grassed  p lains. O n  a n o th e r  d a rk  a fte rn o o n  the  eerie 
wail of w olves cam e th ro u g h  lo u d  a n d  clear, sen d in g  the  
children in to  a panic. Bess d id  h e r best to  m ain ta in  h e r 
professional calm  b u t, aw are  of the  m o u n tin g  pan ic  in  he r 
youngsters ' eyes, she, too, w as on  th e  verge  of b reak ing  w h e n  
a quick-th inking o lder s tu d e n t sn a p p e d  the  ten sion  by  a n ­
nouncing  to one  an d  all th a t the  y o u n g e r ch ild ren  h a d  n o th in g  
in  the  w orld  to  fear, it b e ing  w ell k n o w n  th a t a w olf w ill tu rn  u p  
his nose at boys an d  girls w h e n  scho o lm a 'am -su p p er is on  the  
m enu.
Bess adv ised  h e r m o th e r to  keep  h e r  boys in  Iow a if she 
valued  their safety. D id fifteen-year-old  Rob C orey  th in k  a trek
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to  D akota w o u ld  m ake for qu ite  an  adven tu re?  T hen  h e 'd  better 
fo rget it, a n d  fast, because h e 'd  be craw ling back to Iow a w ith in  
a w eek  "w ith  all the  starch  taken  o u t of him . W hy, he w ould  
look w orse  th an  a m uch  chew ed  w ash rag  by the  tim e he got 
back" to  the  safety  of C orey farm . A nd  as for girls, th is " ro tten  
to w n ,"  Fort P ierre, w h ere  Bess w orked  an d  lived d u rin g  the 
1909 su m m er an d  w h ere  she w as com pelled  to do  h e r business, 
th is w as no  safe haven . "W h at w ou ld  you  th ink  of a full length  
p h o to g ra p h  of a n ak ed  w om an  falling o u t of a m an 's  pocket?" 
she asked  h e r  m o th er in  a question  clearly designed  to shock. 
A n d  w h a t d id  she  th in k  of girls th e  age of sister Ethel, th en  
th irteen , w ith  babies? N o, it w a sn 't  "safe  for an  unpro tec ted  
w o m an  ou tside  the  h o u se  hard ly  a t n ig h t."  But on  the  o ther 
h a n d , no  one at the  farm  w as to  get overly h ea ted  u p  abou t the 
perils facing sister Bess. She could  take care of herself and  
h an d le  any  situation . "M y m oney  is ho ld ing  o u t all righ t so 
d o n 't  w o rry ,"  she a ssu red  the  fam ily. "A n d  I'm  bein ' good, 
ju st awful good [and] I d o n 't  w a n t a cen t of m oney  from  hom e 
b u t p lease sh ip  m y stuff righ t aw ay  qu ick ."
N o t every  a d v en tu re  w as traum atic. F u n n y  th ings h ap p en ed  
all the  tim e, a n d  Bess w as quick to see the  h u m o r in  them  and  
pass it a long, som etim es in  som eth ing  as sim ple as a pun . 
Those pesky  cow boys, for in s ta n c e —w ere  the  boys in terested  
in k n ow ing  ho w  th ey  p ro p o sed  m arriage? They w ou ld  ride 
rig h t u p  to  the  g irl's  do o r on  their b ronchos, "d ra w  a six- 
shoo te r a n d  say, 'W ilt th o u ? '—a n d  she  w ilts ."  There w ere 
special "d o in g s"  such  as Iow ans of he r genera tion  h ad  never 
w itn essed , a n d  n ev er w ou ld . Bess w as inv ited  to  an  Indian  
pow -w ow , w h ere  a b ig crow d of h o m estead er guests had  
ga th e red , includ ing  a coup le  of d o zen  yo u n g  m e n —including  
every  last one  of the  to w n 's  m ale h igh-school s tu d e n ts—w ho 
drove overland  from  Fort P ierre in  autom obiles. Bess w ore her 
best p lu sh  w aist a n d  black skirt an d  h ad , as she p u t it, " th e  
tim e of m y life ."  Y oung F rank  M u rp h y , w h o  clerked at the 
Range, a d e p a rtm e n t store in  Fort P ierre, suggested  th a t he and  
she a tte m p t to jo in  the  Ind ian  dance. Bess n eed ed  no  m ore 
in d u cem en t th an  tha t. A  good dancer, she caugh t on  to the
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steps a t once, " an d  the  com plim ents I received  w ere  n o t a few . 
The squaw s cam e a n d  p a tte d  m e, p o in ted  to  m y fee t."  M rs. 
Spotted  H aw k, w h o  k n ew  som e E nglish, tran sla ted  their 
w ords of praise. The Ind ians in sis ted  on  h e r co n tin u ed  partic ­
ipation:
I tried to drop out of the dance but Mr. Whirling Iron came after me 
twice and once a squaw danced with me. She put her arm around 
me and mine around her. They take hold of hands and dance 
around and around in a circle to the noise of a great big drum beaten 
by four Indians. The Indians dressed in their costumes and looked 
like real story book Indians. Oh, how I wish you could all have been 
there!
A nd  follow ing the  dance, of course, cam e a g rea t In d ian  feast. 
H ere, w rote  Bess w ith o u t be tray ing  even  a b it of the  tongue  
th a t w as packed  in to  h e r  cheek, the  m ain  course  h a d  included  
dog  sausage. H ow  w as it? " D elic ious—beats  all y o u r po rk  an d  
beef all to p ieces."  She c o u ld n 't w ait for a repea t. H ow  w ell 
Bess u n d e rs to o d  th a t the  C orey b ro th e rs—like any  A m erican 
boys back in  civilization—w o u ld  g roan  w ith  d isgust, eye their 
beloved Tw igs protectively , a n d  cringe at th e  very  n o tio n  of 
Tw ig-sausage ever be ing  served  u p  on  the  C orey d in in g  table.
There w ere  o th er dances, m any  of them , w ith  m usic p ro ­
v ided  by a fiddle or an  organ; these  w ere  Bess C orey 's  favorite 
en te rta inm en t. But she  loved  box socials, too , a n d  w as w illing 
to spend  any  a m o u n t of tim e a n d  in g en u ity  in  decora ting  h e r 
box to a ttract the  y o u n g  m an  w h o  w o u ld  b id  for it, w in  it, share  
the d in n er it he ld , a n d  sp en d  the  even ing  danc ing  w ith  her. 
There w ere overn igh t v isits w ith  ne ighbors, som etim es involv­
ing taffy pulls or p opco rn  feasts. In  good  w ea th er, picnics a long  
Bad River d rew  the  y o u n g  crow d, an d  su rp rise  parties  w ere 
held  on  any  an d  every  occasion. H olidays b ro u g h t C hristm as- 
tree celebrations an d  E astertim e egg roasts, som etim es as 
fund-raisers for Bess's school or a n o th e r coun try  school. There 
w ere croquet an d  checkers a n d  p itch , an d  o ld  m aid , an d  five 
h u n d red . There w ere  am u sem en ts  ap len ty .
A nd  if you n g  Paul C orey sh o u ld  find  his w ay  o u t to  S tanley 
C ounty  d u rin g  his sum m er ho liday  ("Tell Paulie to  com e u p
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an d  sp en d  [it] w ith  m e ,"  Bess w ro te  h e r m other), they  w ould  
do  o th er th in g s th a t w ere  fu n —find  a n es t of pack rats an d  tie 
strings to  their tails a n d  d ro w n  th em  in  h e r cistern  an d  use 
th em  for coyote bait. Boy stuff! T here w ere  lots of coyotes in 
S tan ley  C ounty . "If w e catch o n e ,"  she  w ro te  w him sically, 
"P au lie  can tam e it a n d  take it hom e to catch rabbits for him  
next w in te r ."  Paul C orey w as e igh t years o ld w h en  Bess w rote 
th is in  1911, a n d —as she w ell k n e w —there  w as n o t the 
sligh test g h o st of a chance th a t he  w o u ld  be com ing o u t W est. 
But h e r  p lan  for catch ing  a coyote w as ju st the  th ing  to start a 
y o u n g  b o y 's  h ea rt d rum m ing . C h ild ren  of P au l's  age alw ays 
b ro u g h t h e r  b ro th e r to  Bess's m ind . She re la ted  especially to 
those  w h o m  she m igh t m en tio n  in  h e r  letters as be ing  "abou t 
P au l's  age"  o r "as  large as P au l,"  an d  the  little pebble, W eltha 
S tone, fell in to  th is category. A s a resu lt, Bess loved  reporting  
on  W eltha 's  say ings, p robab ly  to  "p rim e  the  p u m p "  and  
receive a cute say ing  of P au l's  in  the  re tu rn  m ail from  M arne. 
O ne day  she s to p p ed  at S tones an d  w as describ ing how  
bone-tired  she  w as a n d  p red ic ting  a deep , deep  sleep tha t 
n igh t. W eltha w as all ears, an d  she said , "Yes, an d  w h en  you 
fall in to  th a t deep  sleep  m aybe the  Lord w ill take one of your 
ribs a n d  m ake a m an  of it for y o u ."  Bess asked  W eltha if she 
th o u g h t m aybe it w as tim e th a t the  Lord took p ity  on  her and  
W eltha rep lied  th a t she th o u g h t it w as tim e somebody did. 
"H o w  w as th a t for th e  speech  of an  eight-year-old?" w rote 
Bess; " Is n 't  she  'th e  lim it.'"
The S tones w ere  n o t th e  only  friends of Bess's w h o  felt that 
h e r doub le  b u rd e n  of ho m estead in g  an d  teach ing  w as too 
m uch  a n d  so v o lu n tee red  as m atchm akers; M rs. G ordon  in  Fort 
Pierre h a d  a hab it of inv iting  Bess to d in n er  w ith  eligible young  
m en  of the  com m unity , po ten tia l h u sb a n d s  for a livew ire 
y o u n g  schoolm a'am . Bess w as ra th e r cand id  in  w riting  hom e 
concern ing  h e r social life, su ito rs included . She h a d  n o t been  in  
S ou th  D akota for a w eek  w h e n  she rep o rted  be ing  escorted  to 
a settlers ball in  H ayes by  one of the  h an d so m est yo u n g  m en  in 
S tan ley  C oun ty , C larence C oyne. C oyne, th en  a d ep u ty  sheriff, 
la ter becam e m ayor of Fort P ierre, w h ere  he o w ned  the
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n ew spaper, th en  w as elected Secretary  of S tate of S outh  
D akota, a n d  u ltim ately  L ieu tenan t G overnor. But m ost of the  
hom esteaders w ere m arried . O f those  w h o  w ere  no t, a good  
m any  w ere w idow ers in  q u est of su rroga te  m o th ers  for a b rood  
of children. T hat role d id  n o t appeal to  Bess, w h o  h a d  p len ty  of 
" s tepch ild ren"  a t school. But for the  fam ily 's edification (as 
well as to  qu iet the  fam ily 's queries concern ing  h e r  fu tu re  
p lans) she described  h e r ad v en tu res  w ith  th e  m an y  eligible 
settlers w ho  pa id  c o u rt—m ost of them , in  h e r estim ation , n o t 
irresistible. O n  the  subject of m arriage she g rew  increasingly  
am biguous, ra th e r " like the  D u tch m an 's  so n ,"  as she  described  
it, quo ting , p robably  from  one of the  D u tch  posta l cards she 
loved to sen d  an d  receive: " H an s he  d o n 't  like the  girls an d  one 
can n o t get m arried  a lo n e ."  She asked  h e r  m o th e r 's  advice: 
" W hich one? The D u tchm an , the  Sw ede, the  N orw eg ian , the  
Scotch-Irish, or the  E nglishm an? Financially, I su p p o se  it 
w ou ld  be best to take th e  old cuss w h o  ado res  m e, for he 
probably  h a sn 't  m uch  longer to adore . M orally—the  N o rw e­
gian w ou ld  be the  best choice. H e 's  go t lots of re lig io n —I could 
notice it on  him  before I began  to  get acquain ted  w ith  h im ."  But 
all in  all, Bess th o u g h t she w o u ld  " p refer a p res id en t of som e 
so rt,"  a llud ing  to th e  recen t m arriage of W oodrow  W ilson to 
Edith Bolling Galt. She n ever d id  m arry , as it tu rn e d  ou t, an d  
early on  began  signing  h e r le tte rs  w ith  the  " Bachelor Bess" 
w hich becam e habitual. If the  practice began  in  jest, it tu rn e d  
serious w ith in  a few  years of h e r D akota residence.
"W ish the  kids w o u ld  w rite  to  m e ,"  w ro te  Bess, an d  again, 
" Just have the  kids w rite  once in  a w h ile ."  Pau l w as too yo u n g  
to w rite, at first, b u t by  1911 Bess could  rep o rt th a t " E thel [then 
fifteen] w rites d an d y  letters n o w ,"  an d  before long  M rs. C orey 
w as hav ing  Paul ad d  no tes  to he r ow n  m essages, th en  a ttem p t 
his ow n brief com m unications: " T hank  Paul for b irth d ay  ca rd ,"  
w rote Bess in  1914, w h e n  h e r little b ro th e r w as eleven. W ith 
Paul in  school, Bess could  rela te  to  h im  m ore easily, yo u n g  
pupils be ing  h e r chief com pany  d u rin g  the  daytim e: " P lease tell 
Paulie I will send  him  som e d raw ings as soon  as I can get them  
ready an d  som e o ther school w ork  w h ich  I 'd  like to have h im
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n o tice ."  O n  the  o th e r h a n d , she could  a d o p t a stern , school- 
m a 'am ish  tone  w h e n  she felt it essentia l, adm on ish ing  him  for 
h is neglect of correspondence: "Tell Paul to  w rite  often  an d  to 
get a h u s tle  on  h im . M y th ird  g raders w rite  b e tte r th an  he and  
u se  ink ."  But as Pau l m atu red , h is m in d  quite  na tu ra lly  w as full 
of o th e r topics th a n  h is far-off sister an d  som etim es, even  on 
w h a t w as to  h e r the  m ost im p o rtan t day  of the  year, her 
b irth d ay , h is b ig  sister failed to receive so m uch  as a card. 
W hen  Pau l tu rn e d  seven teen , h e r  nagg ing  resen tm en t spilled 
over in to  sarcasm . "I th o u g h t of [Rob] on  his b irth d ay ,"  she 
to ld  h e r m o ther, " a n d  of Paul on  his, b u t as th ey  never have 
tim e to an sw er m y le tters I th o u g h t it w o u ld  be an  im position  
to  w rite . W ill sen d  th em  each a book  m ark  a n d  w ish  them  
m an y  h a p p y  r e tu rn s " —b u t no  h u rry  abou t do ing  so.
P e rh ap s  Bess w as m iffed because d u rin g  the  p rev ious w in­
ter, w hile  P au l's  nex t-o ldest b ro the r, C hallenge, w as visiting 
h e r  in  S tanley C oun ty , she  h a d  taken  the  tim e to w rite  Paul, 
w h o  h a d  sen t h e r  a su p p ly  of Iow a popco rn  for C hristm as. 
A p p aren tly  she  h a d  received no  response . The letter survives: 
Dear Paul, January 6, 1917
Many thanks for the popcorn. Had been hungry for some for quite 
a while. One evening I said that if you folks knew how hungry I was 
for some good popcorn I believed you'd send me some so Mrs. 
Moulton asked why I didn't write and tell you and I said I didn't like 
to. The popcorn we get here isn't so very nice. That was a cute collar 
you sent for [my dog] Scoop, but I'll wager you won't get any vote 
of thanks from him. It's too handy for Chall to grab ahold of when 
he goes to strap him. He is a mighty smart Scoop. One day during 
vacation I made some cookies. I went to the door and called "Hot 
Cookies" at Chall. He and Scoop were finishing the calfshed. Chall 
yelled, "Hot cookies, Scoop, Come on," and how they did come on.
I don't approve of feeding cream cookies to a dog, but Chall said he 
didn't like the "rinds" and so he broke off the edges for the dog.
Last fall Chall told me about the bees in the crib, and I told Calvin 
[Moulton] about them. He asked me at least a dozen times afterward 
if they had taken the honey yet and how they did it. When he found 
that we got some honey for Christmas and I still knew nothing about 
how they got at it, he was quite disappointed.
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The kids here were going coasting this morning and little Don 
[Moulton] said, "I slide on my belly and Calvin slides on his pants."
We never know what he will say next.
Chall's chickens sure look fine. We'll have two dozen hens this 
next year. Well, I must close. Write some time.
Lovingly, your sister Bess
Bess believed in  reciprocity  a n d  could  becom e u p se t w h e n  h e r 
co rresponden ts  failed to m easu re  up .
By the  tim e of th is le tte r to Paul, an  im p o rtan t m etam o rp h o ­
sis h ad  occurred in  E lizabeth C orey 's  am bitions, h e r  original 
p lan  for estab lish ing  a ho rse-b reed ing  ranch  g radually  collaps­
ing in  the  face of societal realities a n d  th e  p recarious n a tu re  of 
life in  S tanley C ounty . As th is d ream  faded , how ever, a n o th e r  
cam e closer to realization. A m ong  h e r fellow  ru ra l schoolteach­
ers, Bess w as estab lish ing  a rep u ta tio n  as a leader a n d  in n o v a­
tor. Q uick-w itted , o rgan ized , ded ica ted , she  s tood  o u t am ong  
the crow d at the  teachers m eetings a n d  reading-circle g ro u p s 
held  th ro u g h o u t the  school year in  one after a n o th e r  of the  
struggling  tow ns s tru n g  a long  the  railroad  tracks w h ich  p a ra l­
leled Bad River. Each sum m er the  teachers w ere  req u ired  to 
a ttend  sum m er no rm al in stitu te  in  Fort P ierre for a tw o-w eek 
session of s tudy , lecture, an d  d iscussion  p res id ed  over by  the  
county  su p e rin te n d e n t of schools a n d  staffed  w ith  " s ta rs"  from  
the educational w orld . Bess h a d  b eg u n  w ell, im p ressin g  the  
county  su p e rin te n d e n t from  h e r  very  first days as be ing  a 
teacher w ith  special talen ts. In  1909 the  su p e rin te n d e n t w as 
Grace Reed Porter, like Bess an  im porta tion  from  Iow a. W hen  
Mrs. P o rter cam e to Bess's school on  one of th e  im p ro m p tu  
visits she w as requ ired  to m ake, b u t afte rw ards d id  n o t, as 
expected, lecture Bess in  areas w h ere  im provem en t w as 
needed , Bess called u p o n  h e r a t h e r office in  Fort P ierre. W hy, 
she w ished  to  know , h a d  there  been  n o th in g  b u t positive 
com m ents abou t he r teaching? Surely th ere  w ere  areas in  
w hich she n eed ed  to b ru sh  u p  o r im prove? She w as am azed  
w hen  M rs. P orter leaned  fo rw ard  an d  said  th a t there  h a d  been  
no adverse  criticism  for the  very  sim ple reason  th a t th ere  w as 
none to be m ade. F u rther, she  w a n te d  " M iss C orey" to know
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th a t if there  w ere  any  particu lar school in  the  coun ty  th a t she 
h an k e red  for, she  w o u ld  use  all of h e r influence in  try ing  to get 
it for her. Bess left th a t office floating on  air, feeling, as she told 
h e r  fam ily, th a t h e r  h a t h a d  sp ro u te d  a fea ther a y a rd  long.
T hat w as n o t all. A t the  sum m er norm al in stitu te  of 1914 Bess 
received  recognition  b ey o n d  h e r d ream s. The principal " sta r" 
th a t year w as P rofessor W. F. Jones of the  U niversity  of South 
D akota, w h o  cam e to  Fort P ierre b ran d ish in g  a new  Ph.D . from  
C olum bia U niversity  (and  before long  w o u ld  be called to Los 
A ngeles to h ead  the  School of E ducation  at the  U niversity  of 
S o u th ern  California). Bess w as con fo u n d ed  w h en , after the 
p relim inary  days of the  m eeting , Prof. Jones singled h e r ou t 
from  am ong  the  large assem blage of coun ty  teachers. Explain­
ing  to  the  g a th e rin g  th a t w hile there  w as a th in g  k now n  as 
" teach ing  ability" of w h ich  they  w ere  all aw are, there  w as 
an o th er, su p erio r quality  w h ich  w as m uch  rarer. This he 
labeled " w on d erfu l teach ing  g en iu s ,"  an d  as he  spoke he let 
the  en tire  room  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t the  exam ple he h ad  in  m ind  
w as E lizabeth C orey. She becam e an  in stan t celebrity. She
Elizabeth Corey (top center), 1916, at the South Dakota Educational Assoc. Courtesy 
of Margaret Nelson and Jim Dusen.
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overheard  a n o th e r in structo r com m ent, as he  ap p ro ach ed  a 
kno tty  problem , " W here 's  M iss Corey? S he 's  a good  au th o rity  
on  th is . '' A no ther teacher rem arked , ''L e t 's  ask  M iss C orey 
.. . .,"  an d  ''M iss C orey says. . . "  A s for ''M iss C o rey '' herself, 
she g low ed w ith  a fulfillm ent th a t w as d im m ed  only  by  seeing  
herself h au led  o u t of the  b lessed  an onym ity  of th e  crow d a n d  
m ade so extrem ely  consp icuous, the  focus of every  eye. It could  
be unnerv ing . As she w ro te  h e r m o th e r—" I 'm  so d a rn e d  big 
anyw ay!"
O ne by one, as th ey  m atu red , Bess's siblings jo u rn ey ed  w est 
to experience for them selves the  w orld  of S tan ley  C ounty , 
South  D akota. First to arrive w as Fuller, w h o  tu rn e d  tw enty- 
one in  1910. H e filed a claim  n ea r Bess b u t fo u n d  the  life of a 
hom esteader far too lonely  an d  so stayed  only  u n til he  could  
"p rove  u p ."  The m o m en t his claim  w as legally h is ow n, he 
dep arted  for g reen er p as tu re s , leav ing  h is lan d  in  Bess's 
charge. T hen  cam e Chall, again  on  an  ex ten d ed  b u t abortive 
visit. Rob, in ten t on  becom ing a farm er a n d  being  essen tia l to 
the con tinued  o pera tion  of C orey farm , d id  n o t com e w est, b u t 
sister E thel arrived  for a sum m er visit, lik ing th e  ad v en tu re  
sufficiently to delay  h e r  d e p a rtu re  again  a n d  again. Bess w as 
eager for he r  m o ther to  see th e  life she  h a d  m ade  for herse lf an d  
aw aited  a visit ra th e r im patien tly , ho p efu l th a t M argaret C orey 
w ou ld  bring  Paul on  the  tra in  w ith  her. In  the  sm all railroad  
tow n  of W endte , u p rive r from  h e r  claim , Bess h a d  becom e 
acquain ted  w ith  the  fam ily of C harles M. C orey w ho , like her, 
had  em igrated  from  Iow a. She a ttem p ted  in  va in  to  locate a 
k insh ip  w ith  these  C oreys a n d  n ever quite  re linqu ished  the  
no tion  th a t they  m u st som ehow  be rela ted . T hat th e  C harles 
C oreys h a d  a son  n am ed  Paul only  served  to in tensify  Bess's 
passion  for b ring ing  them  an d  h e r  m o th e r in to  closer proxim ­
ity. "I hope  to  have M rs. C. M. C orey a n d  son  Paul of W end te  
dow n  to m eet M rs. M. M. C orey an d  son  Pau l of M arn e ,"  she 
w rote  in 1916 w h en  it seem ed  at last th a t h e r  m o th er m igh t 
m ake the  trip . "W e have several inv ita tions o u t a lready  an d  
w ou ld  like to go u p  the  river w hile  you  are he re  for p lum s, 
grapes, buffalo berries an d  chokecherries. W e m igh t ge t to  see
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the  buffalo [on a p rese rve  n o rth  of Fort Pierre] also. T oday I had  
an  inv ita tion  from  M rs. L. Bahr of P ierre to take a ride [up 
there] w ith  th em  in  th e ir n ew  b o a t."  M rs. C orey d id  com e w est 
in  1916, b u t n o t for an  ex ten d ed  stay , n eed in g  to  hustle  back to 
Iow a to  p rep a re  for E thel C orey 's  w edd ing . But to Bess's great 
d isap p o in tm en t, Pau l s tayed  b e h in d  in  M arne. "W hen  is Paul 
com ing?"  w ro te  Bess. "M rs. C orey has inv ited  us d ow n  there 
[to W endte] for a v isit."
The fam ily circle on  the  fa rm —Bess's ep isto lary  audience- 
—w as dw ind ling . H er o ldest sibling, O lney , h a d  d ied  in  1913. 
Fuller, o u t on  his ow n  since 1910, w as nabbed  by  the m ilitary 
d raft as A m erica e n te red  the  W orld W ar. E thel an d  h e r new  
h u sb a n d , A rth u r Erickson, w e n t to live in  W in th rop , M inne­
sota. For the  tim e being , how ever, Bess co n tinued  to w rite  as if 
the  g ro u p  w ere  in tact, n ev er tiring  of rela ting  the  terro rs and  
the  thrills of life in  w est-o f-the-river coun try . Ten years after 
estab lish ing  h e r  h o m estead  on  Bad River, she h a d  sp en t a w eek 
v isiting  in  Iow a a n d  a n o th e r  w eek  a tten d in g  sum m er norm al 
in stitu te  in  Fort Pierre. M eanw hile , the  chickens she w as 
a ttem p tin g  to raise  h a d  b een  fed  only  once a day , by  neighbors, 
" a n d  the  ow ls, snakes, an d  haw ks [had] m ade havoc am ong  
th e m ."  The p red a to rs  h a d  carried  off m ore th an  eighty  chicks, 
leav ing  no  m ore  th an  forty -th ree. She possessed  a sm all-bore 
rifle b u t fo u n d  it of little u se  in  p ro tec ting  he r flock. "W hen  I 
w as a t In s titu te ,"  she  w ro te , " th e  m en  killed a big rattler in  the 
box by  the  door, w h ich  th ey  said  h a d  b een  eating  baby chicks. 
I killed one in  the  chicken ya rd  before that. This m orn ing  I 
h e a rd  a chicken squall o u t by  the  barn . I ran  o u t there  in  m y 
b ed room  slippers a n d  th ere  w as a big rattler, coiled, an d  a few  
feet from  it lay one of m y nice y o u n g  chickens, in  convulsions 
seem ingly . Believe me! T hat snake w as soon  a d e a d e r ."  The 
haw ks w ere  even  bolder. O ne day  w h e n  Bess rode u p  on  her 
h o rse , "o n e  sat o u t he re  ea ting  a chicken. I tried  m y toy 
cannon , b u t c o u ld n 't even  jar a fea ther loose. I u sed  to shoo 
'e m  aw ay  w ith  the  d ish  tow el, b u t no w  I th ro w  clods or a p ipe 
w ren ch  or ju s t a n y th in g ."
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By now , w ith  Rob C orey read y  a n d  eager to  assum e p ro p ri­
e to rsh ip  of th e  farm , M rs. C orey an d  Pau l w ere  chang ing  their 
residence. They m oved  in to  A tlantic, to  a cottage a t 1101 Birch 
Street. In  A tlantic Paul could  com plete h is four years of h igh  
school an d  th e n —the first of h is fam ily to  go fu r th e r—enroll for 
college w ork  at The U niversity  of Iow a. B ess's regu lar le tte r­
w riting  h ad  som ew hat ru n  its n a tu ra l course , b u t she  k e p t in  
touch. Paul an d  his m o th er m oved  to  Iow a C ity in  1921, ren tin g  
housekeep ing  room s w hile Paul p u rsu e d  his education . D uring  
M rs. C orey 's final illness in  1925, Bess sh a red  P au l's  grief, 
traveling from  S outh  D akota to te n d  h e r  m o th e r on  h e r  Iow a 
City dea thbed . T hen  she accom panied  the  body  back to  the  
farm  an d  burial beside  h e r h u sb a n d  in  the  g raveyard  ad jo in ing  
the  ru ra l M onroe T ow nsh ip  M ethod ist C hu rch  w h ere  the  
fam ily in  bygone days h a d  w o rsh ip p e d  together.
The d ea th  of M argaret C orey m e a n t—as it m u s t—th a t the  
fam ily w ou ld  scatter m ore an d  m ore. The sm all legacy be ing  
d iv ided  am ong  the  ch ild ren , Paul soon  m arried  the  p o e t R uth  
Lechlitner, w hom  he  h a d  m et in  Iow a City, a n d  w e n t off to  live 
for a year in  France, a latecom ing expatria te  to  the  p arad ise  of 
favorable exchange rates. O n  h e r p a rt, Bess, forever one ju m p  
ahead  of increasingly  s tr in g en t regu la tions govern ing  qualifi­
cations for renew al of teach ing  certificates, sw allow ed  h e r  p ride  
and  at the  age of th irty -n ine  en ro lled  in  Fort P ierre H igh  
School, earn ing  the  requ isite  d ip lom a in  1927. She w as a visitor 
in  Iow a in  1928, s to p p in g  for a  tim e w ith  h e r  A u n t Jennie C orey 
D unlavy in  H arlan , from  w h ere  she h a d  set o u t o n  h e r D akota 
adven tu re  nearly  tw en ty  years before. A u n t Jennie h a d  re ­
ceived a "nice long  le tter from  P au l,"  n o w  5000 m iles aw ay  in  
France w ith  R uth , b o th  of them  d ream ing  of careers as w riters, 
she as a poet, h e  as novelist. "T hey  have very  p leasan t 
ap a rtm e n ts ,"  Bess w ro te  h e r sister, E thel, no w  located  n e a r  the  
fam ily farm  at M arne. In  B andoe-sur-m er on  the  M ed iterra­
nean , they  h a d  fo u n d  th a t th e ir daily  expenses for m eals 
approx im ated  "n in e ty  cen ts a day  in  o u r  m o n ey ."  Bess could  
only gulp: "M 'gosh! I 'm  go in ' over!"
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Margaret Morgan Brown Corey and Paul Corey, about 1918, after their move to 
Atlantic, Iowa. Courtesy of Margaret Nelson and Jim Dusen.
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She could  n o t go an yw here  of the  sort. As close to  p e n u ry  as 
ever, she n eed ed  to hu stle  back to S ou th  D akota  a n d  locate a 
position  at w hich  she m igh t ea rn  he r daily  b read . It w as there  
th a t Paul found  h e r in  1935, w h e n  he  h itch -h iked  w est on  the  
advice of a good friend , Buel Beem s, w h o  u rg ed  h im  to go back 
and  see for h im self w h a t havoc the  p ro lo n g ed  d ro u g h t h a d  
w ro u g h t in  the  m idw est of h is boyhood . O n  C orey farm , Paul 
saw  th a t m any  old fam iliar trees h a d  failed to surv ive the  
ex tended  lack of rain , b u t these  " d ro u g h t scars" w ere  n o th in g  
to w h a t he w as to  w itness in  w este rn  S ou th  D akota. The 
stock-m arket C rash  of 1929 h a d  p lu n g ed  the  en tire  n a tio n  in to  
a deep  econom ic dep ression , a n d  in  S ou th  D akota th is m ean t 
tha t the  prices offered for farm  p ro d u c ts  h a d  p lum m eted . A s if 
the econom ic blow  w ere  n o t en o u g h , climatic cond itions g rew  
dreadfu l, th en  w orsened . Bess C orey h a d  lived th ro u g h  p e ri­
ods of d ro u g h t b e fo re—h a d  sailed th ro u g h  the  ex trem ely  d ry  
year of 1911 w ith  scarcely a com m ent on  i t—b u t n ev er in  he r 
experience h a d  she k n o w n  an y th in g  to  com pare w ith  the 
failure of rain  d u rin g  the  early  1930s. By 1934 all h o p e  w as gone 
of m aking  a living at ranch ing  or farm ing  in  S tan ley  C ounty . By 
tha t sum m er n o th in g  g reen  w as left to  su sta in  cattle, a n d  the  
sk in-and-bone beasts  w ere  sh ip p ed  by  th e  tra in load  to  areas 
less h a rd  hit. D uring  th a t sam e year the  g rea t d u s t storm s 
struck, sh riek ing  w in d s  picking u p  topsoil left loose an d  
pow dery  by  the  p low  an d  sen d in g  it eastw ard  in  im m ense , 
choking clouds. The black b lizzards sp u rre d  a n ew  exodus from  
South  D akota, fam ily after fam ily bailing  o u t as b es t th ey  could, 
at tim es aband o n in g  ev ery th ing  they  h a d  to iled to  bu ild  an d  
fleeing w estw ard  tow ard  the  dub ious p rom ise  of California. 
O n such  experiences w as fo u n d ed  John  S teinbeck 's The Grapes 
of Wrath.
Thirty-tw o-year-old  Paul C orey fo u n d  h is sister in  th e  capital 
city, Pierre, w here  even  the  dep en d ab le  M issouri w as th rea t­
en ing  to  evapora te  in to  m u d  flats. She w as, Paul says, on  relief. 
That w ou ld  be n e ith e r u n u su a l n o r su rp rising , g iven  the  tim es 
and  conditions; the  econom y h a d  tu rn e d  belly  u p . In  Fort 
Pierre Paul m et Bess's good  friend  M rs. G ordon , a n d  v en tu rin g
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a b it fu rth e r w est a long  w h a t w as left of Bad River an d  of Bess's 
d ream  of a th riv ing  ranch , he  fo u n d  only  desolation; the  w ind  
in  places h a d  p iled  u p  drifts th a t cam e to the  tops of fence 
p o sts , even  to  the  eaves of barns. The land  w as swiftly 
reverting  to desert. E ven so, for Bess C orey to have gone on 
relief w o u ld  have  been  a last-d itch  m easu re , a ha tefu l and  
sham efu l th ing , for, as Paul so accurately  describes her, his 
sister w as "d e te rm in e d  to  m ake it on  h e r  o w n ."  Like m any, 
p e rh a p s  m ost, trad itional m idw este rne rs , the  C oreys h ad  al­
w ays been  a "stiff-upper-lip  fam ily, an d  relief w as charity , and  
accepting  charity  w as to  be avo ided" a t all cost, n o t even  to be 
conside red  u n less  one  w ere  in extremis an d  life literally de­
p e n d e d  u p o n  accep ting  public  aid. W hatever the  case, Bess did 
n o t rem ain  d e p e n d e n t u p o n  a coun ty  h a n d o u t for long before 
find ing  herse lf a n o th e r teach ing  job. T hen  com pelled  again  to 
u p g rad e  h e r creden tia ls, she traveled  to A berdeen  an d  enrolled 
in  "T he N orm al"  for sum m ertim e college-level w ork  in  order 
n o t to  be d riven  o u t of h e r chosen  p rofession . W hen  she taugh t 
for poverty -stricken  school d istricts d u rin g  those dustbow l 
years , Bess ea rn ed  scarcely e n o u g h  to  keep  body  an d  soul 
together. A t tim es she cam ped  o u t in  the  ill-equipped  school- 
h o u ses  in  o rd er to  econom ize or, in  som e instances, because 
th a t shelter w as offered to  h e r in  lieu of salary.
Paul, fo llow ing h is w e ste rn  visit, re tu rn ed  to Cold Spring- 
o n -H u d so n , N ew  York, a n d  to  an  idea he h a d  for a fictional 
trea tm en t of h is life in  an  Iow a farm  fam ily d u rin g  the  early 
decades of the  tw en tie th  cen tury . The tw o e ldest C orey siblings 
are  om itted  from  P au l's  fictional trea tm en t, O lney  because his 
d e a th  in  1913 rem oved  h im  from  the  fam ily circle, an d  Eliza­
b e th  because she h a d  b een  gone from  hom e since 1909 w h en  
Pau l w as only  six, a n d  w h a t he  k new  of h e r  d id  n o t fit the  Iowa 
sto ry  he  w ish ed  to tell. H o w e v er—in ten tionally  or n o t—in his 
dep ic tion  of V irney M antz , Pau l C orey  crea ted  the  po rtra it of a 
girl of sev en teen  at o d d s w ith  h e r m o ther, w h ich  fit Bess's 
situa tion  ju s t p rio r to  h e r  d e p a rtu re  for S tanley C ounty . O n  the 
o th er h a n d , an d  m ore im portan tly , Paul depicts the  m atu ring  
V irney as a foil for Bess, as a girl w h o  has no  tim e for the
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schooling th a t Bess h u n g e re d  for a n d  fo u g h t to  obtain , a girl 
w ho  canno t bear " h e r  m o th e r 's  co n stan t nagg ing  abou t h e r 
fin ishing school, teach ing  for a coup le  of years, th e n  going  
aw ay to college." W ould  th a t E lizabeth C orey h a d  h a d  th a t 
oppo rtun ity , ra th e r th a n  be ing  obliged to  pick u p  stray  frag­
m en ts of an  education  w h e n  a n d  w h ere  she  could  find  an d  
afford them . O nce insta lled  in  a local coun try  school, V irney 
M antz loathes h e r w ork  an d  canno t w ait to escape b o th  hom e 
an d  school via e lopem en t w ith  an  itin eran t construction  
w orker, thereby  directly  reversing  b o th  B ess's love of teach ing  
an d  h e r u ltim ate  choice of p ro fession  over w edlock.
As the  locale for h is story , Paul C orey  in v en ted  a fictional 
tract of farm land  in  so u th w est Iow a a n d  p laced  it w ith in  the  
coun ty  of Moss, w h ich  nam e com bines the  first tw o le tters of 
M onroe T ow nsh ip  an d  the  final tw o le tters  of C ass C oun ty , the  
districts w hich  ad jo in  the  easte rn  a n d  so u th e rn  bo rd ers  of Clay 
T ow nsh ip , Shelby C oun ty , site of C orey farm . I have  called 
M oss C ounty  fictional, a n d  surely  it is, y e t m any  p o in ts  of 
resem blance tie it to  the  Shelby C oun ty  n e ig h b o rh o o d s w hich  
Paul an d  Bess k new  as ch ild ren  a n d  afterw ard . The p la t m ap  
p rin ted  on  the  en d p a p e rs  of Three Miles Square is d iv ided  by 
m ile-line roads ru n n in g  east-w est an d  n o rth -so u th  to  create a 
grid iron w hich  tallies closely w ith  the  layou t of Clay T ow nsh ip . 
T hat fictional g rid iron  is p o rtio n ed  off in to  acreages of vary ing  
shapes an d  sizes, a n d  the  o w n ers ' n am es co rrespond  to  a 
rem arkable ex ten t w ith  those  of actual lan d o w n ers  in  Shelby 
C ounty . C ertain  nam es, in  fact, s tradd le  th e  fine line be tw een  
fiction an d  fact: the  farm  of E lm er Schief suggests  a real-life 
parallel, the  farm  of Fritz Sheef; the  P arsen  farm  resem bles the  
Parsons farm ; the  H ans C arsen  farm  brings to m in d  th e  H ans 
K oehrsen  place. C erta in  fam ily nam es, such  as M u rp h y  an d  
H arris (both fam ilies w ere  neighbors of the  C oreys), are re ­
tained  intact. A side from  these  parallels, th is p o rtio n  of P au l's  
M oss C oun ty  is p e p p e re d  w ith  nam es w h ich  accurately  convey 
a sense of the  m ingled  English, Irish, G erm an , an d  Scand ina­
vian p opu la tion  of the  C orey-farm  ne ighborhood : Bradley an d  
Carter; O 'Toole an d  Farrel; B aum garten  an d  Stubach; O lsen ,
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Jensen , a n d  C lausen . B etw een 1910 a n d  1920 C orey farm  stood 
am id st the  fields of the  P inneys an d  the  B row ns, the  M cM a­
h o n s  a n d  the  L anigans, the  H esses an d  the  Langes, as w ell as 
an  arm y  of C ars tensens, G jodesens, Sorensens, Pedersens, 
a n d  H an sen s , w hose  -en  su rn am es reflect their D anish  origin.
The fam ily a t the  cen te r of Three Miles Square is th a t of C hris 
M antz , a n d  if the  p la t of h is farm  is lifted from  the  m ap  of M oss 
C oun ty  an d  set d o w n  again  on  th e  m ap  of Shelby C ounty , it 
will be  fo u n d  to  co rrespond  ra th e r precisely w ith  the  actual 
farm  estab lished  d u rin g  the  1880s by  E dw in  Corey. For in ­
stance, the  so u th e rn  b o u n d aries  of b o th  farm s ex tend  along an 
east-w est ro ad  an d  are b isected  by  a n o rth -so u th  road  w hich 
leaves e igh ty  acres to  th e  east of th e  road  an d  an o th er forty 
acres to  the  w est. In  each case, a final forty-acre tract, called in 
the  novel a n d  in  life the  " back fo rty ,"  ad jo ins the  w estern  
acreage only  a t its n o rth w es t tip  a n d  except w here  tw o corners 
touch  is iso lated  from  the  120 acres constitu ting  the  rest of the 
farm . Both farm s are crossed  by  a pa ir of stream s. O ne creek 
ru n s  th ro u g h  th e  w este rn  segm en ts, an o th e r th ro u g h  the 
easte rn  segm ent. A n d  if w e consider the  M antz  farm  as a locus, 
o th er lan d m ark s fall in to  place ju s t w h ere  one  w ou ld  find them  
in  C lay T ow nsh ip . O ne m ile east an d  tw o  m iles n o rth  of 
M an tzes is the  tiny  ham le t of R ohrbach, co rrespond ing  to  the 
c rossroads se ttlem en t of Rorbeck. Two m iles w est an d  one mile 
n o r th  of M antzes s tan d s  the  ru ra l M oss C oun ty  C hurch , very 
nearly  on  the  spo t w h ere  the  M onroe T ow nsh ip  C hurch  is 
located  (a traveler from  C orey farm  n eed in g  to  cross a tow nsh ip  
line to  reach  it). Taking the  road  n o rth  from  M antzes will lead 
the  traveler to the  to w n  of Buffalo H orn , w hich  co rresponds to 
the  D an ish  se ttlem en t of Elk H orn , w hile  a sou therly  rou te  will 
lead  to  Elm, s itu a ted  w h ere  A tlantic, Iow a, s tan d s, an d  rep re ­
sen ting  also, app aren tly , the  sm aller to w n  of W alnut.
Set d o w n  in  P au l's  M oss C oun ty , E lizabeth C orey w ould  
have experienced  little sense  of d iso rien ta tion . A nd  she m ust 
have  been  one of th e  very  few  readers  of the  novel to  recognize, 
w ith  a chuckle of acknow ledgm en t, a persona l a n d  essentially  
p riva te  tip -o f-the-hat to h e r a n d  h e r  D akota adven tu re . W hile
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the  stream  ru n n in g  across M antz  lan d  n o rth w es t to  so u th eas t is 
n am ed  Squaw  C reek (after the  actual S quaw  C reek  in  the  C orey 
neighborhood), th e  stream  flow ing n o rth  to  so u th  a n d  k n o w n  
in real life as Ind ian  C reek is he re  ren am ed  the  Little Bad River. 
A nd  Bess's h ea rt could  n o t have  h e lp ed  b u t re sp o n d  to  the  
open ing  p a rag rap h s  of P au l's  novel, w h ich  beg ins w ith  the  
burial of C hris M antz , a t age forty  d ead  from  pneu m o n ia . Paul 
Corey, in  these  first pages, looks back u p o n  a "v iv id  m em ory  of 
the  o p en  grave, the  m u d d y  clay, peop le  crow ding . . . . h is 
uncles an d  au n ts  crying, the  im passive face of h is m o ther, an  
oblong box of n ew  b o a rd s—an  oblong b o x —b u t there  w as 
no th ing  real for h is m in d  to  g ra sp ."  In  1905 Pau l w as n o t ye t 
tw o years old, b u t sister E lizabeth h a d  p assed  h e r  sev en teen th  
b irthday  and , for her, such  a passage  w o u ld  raise po ignan t, 
even bitter m em ories of th a t w in te r day  w h e n  so m uch  th a t w as 
nearest an d  dearest to h e r h a d  been  laid  in  the  b a rren  g rave­
yard  ad jo in ing  M onroe T ow nsh ip  M ethod ist C hurch . A n d  Bess 
w ould  have been  quick to notice th a t b ro th e r Paul h a d  bo r­
row ed h er ow n  nam e (usually  in  its "B essie" form ) to  designate  
the w idow  M antz , a w om an  w ho , like M argaret C orey, h ad  
been  a schoolteacher p rio r to h e r m arriage. O n  the  day  of C hris 
M antz 's  burial, w e are to ld , every  farm er in  the  reg ion  can 
"rem em ber w h en  [Chris] w as goin ' w ith  Bessie B ohning, the  
schoolteacher."
T hat E lizabeth M antz  is left w ith  a farm  to ru n  a n d  a fam ily 
to raise m irrors the  d ire stra its  in  w h ich  M argaret C orey fo und  
herself in  1905. The parallels con tinue , the  M antz  ch ild ren  
suggesting  certain  of Paul an d  E lizabeth C orey 's  siblings. 
A ndrew  M antz  co rresponds here  to  b ro th e r Fuller, W olm ar to 
Challenge, their sister V irney to E thel C orey, an d  y o u n g  O tto  
to Robert (w ith a nice m easu re  of Paul h im self th ro w n  in , O tto  
being  a baby  w h e n  the  fa ther perishes). Even so, P au l's  
depiction of V irney, as I have  suggested , in  certain  passages 
brings to  m ind  n o t the  s lenderness  of E thel, b u t the  p lu m p n ess  
of Bess: "H er p u d g y  cheeks w ere  fresh  an d  b loom ing  from  the  
cold an d  she p u rse d  h e r heavy  lips as she ru b b ed  h e r  chubby  
hands, fingers thick at their base a n d  tap erin g  a lm ost to
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p o in ts ."  T hat could  be Bess in  h e r  letters, rela ting  the  day  she 
b raved  a D akota b lizza rd —or Bess b u rs tin g  in to  the  Corey 
hom e on  a su rp rise  C hristm as visit to M arne. The Bess of the 
le tte rs  is suggested  fu rth e r  in  Three Miles Square by  Mrs. 
M an tz 's  frien d sh ip  w ith  the  local schoolteacher, A gnes Larch, 
w h o  en te rta in s  th e  fam ily by  "describ ing  the  am using  incidents 
th a t h a d  h a p p e n e d  at school, know ing  th a t the  w idow  liked to 
h e a r  ab o u t th e m ."
V irney M antz , like Bess C orey, beg ins teach ing  p rio r to 
reach ing  age e igh teen , b u t the  girl's  th o u g h ts  as she signs her 
first teach ing  contract are th a t " sh e  h a d n 't  m uch  en thusiasm  
for h e r p rospective  job; she d id n 't  w a n t to be an  old m aid 
schoo lteacher."  T hese th o u g h ts  are reiterated : "To be a school­
teacher, an  old m aid . U g h !"—the  very  no tion  repels her. By 
w ay  of con trast, Bess w ro te  hom e con tinually  in  praise  of her 
a d v e n tu res  in  the  classroom , h e r  unshakab le  optim ism  dis­
p layed  in  h e r an n u a l feeling th a t the  com ing year w ou ld  be a 
good  one. She cherished  the  boost in  self esteem  that her 
p rofessional recognition  h a d  w o n  for her. M arriage w as an ­
o th er th ing . A 1912 le tter p o sed  th e  question  directly: "W hat 
w o u ld  you  say if I w as to  get m arried?"  But after describ ing her 
n ew est su ito r as a G erm an  farm er on  the  " su n n y  side of sixty" 
a n d  after rep ea tin g  th e  adage w h ich  says th a t it is be tter to be 
an  old m an 's  darling  th a n  a y o u n g  m an 's  slave, Bess declares, 
"I believe I 'd  p refer be ing  a d a rn e d  old m aid  to being  e ither,"  
a n d  signs off w ith  a prom ise: "W ill try  n o t to do any th ing  
ra sh ,"  su re ly  n o th in g  so rash  as the  e lopem en t of Virney 
M antz.
N ow , in  possessio n  of h e r h o m estead in g  letters w ritten  from  
Stanley C oun ty , w e realize th a t Bess C orey, a lthough  absen t 
from  h om e for so m any  years, in  a n o th e r sense  never left the 
fam ily circle. The U. S. m ails w ere  k ep t bu sy  in  help ing  her to 
rem ain  ab reast of C orey h ap p en in g s . Letters sailed back and  
fo rth  b e tw een  Iow a a n d  S ou th  D akota on  any  nu m b er of fam ily 
topics taken  u p  in  Three Miles Square. These include the 
possib ility  of a rem arriage  for the  w idow  C orey/M antz, w ho 
finds it difficult to assum e the  sole responsib ility  for her
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children  an d  also for the  farm  " w ith  its lan d  m ortgage  only  
one-th ird  pa id  an d  the  chattel m ortgage  p laced  on  the  stock to 
cover im provem en ts ye t to be a n sw ered  fo r."  W hile n o t 
actively opposing  a rem arriage for h e r  m o th er, Bess w as 
skeptical. In  the  novel, it is the  ch ild ren  a t hom e w h o  are 
o pposed  an d  w h o  influence the  w idow  n o t to  b rin g  a n ew  
h u sb an d  in to  the  house . O n  the  o th e r h a n d , the  ev en tua l 
rem odeling  of the  C orey farm house , w h ich  invo lved  raising  
the original roof an d  ad d in g  th ree  u p sta irs  room s, w as a pro ject 
w hich  Bess ap p ro v ed  of an d  su p p o rte d  via the  m ails. All th ings 
being  relative, the  M antz  fam ily 's earlier m ove in to  the  farm ­
house  they  occupied  p rio r to  the  rem odeling  h a d  once seem ed  
the heigh t of luxury , rem oving  th em  from  the  squalo r of their 
first shelter, " the  little h ouse  d o w n  the  h ill,"  as M rs. M antz  
recalls it, w hich  w as " so full of b ed b u g s th a t it a lm ost c raw led ."  
Reflecting u p o n  those  earlier tim es, M rs. M antz  is rem in d ed  of 
the  p leasu re  she  h a d  experienced  in  leav ing  at last " th a t 
cram ped  an d  filthy p lace" for a " n ew  place sh in ing  w ith  fresh  
p a in t."  This fictional m ove dup lica tes the  C oreys' m ove to  a 
new  hom e bu ilt by  E dw in  C orey a n d  w h ich , even  if a b it sm all, 
at least w as bug-free. The pervasiveness of b ed b u g s com es in to  
Bess's letters regard ing  h e r  travels, the  n igh tly  attacks even  in  
the  " b est"  of ho tels, an d  the  g ran d  su rp rise , en co u n te red  all 
too seldom , of a h o u se  w ith o u t these  pests . A n d  Paul has 
w ritten  of h is m o th e r 's  te rro r th a t som ehow  one  of the  C orey 
ch ildren  m igh t, by  carelessness p e rh ap s , tra n sp o rt b edbugs 
from  the original cabin to  their n ew  hom e.
A n im p o rtan t p lo t e lem en t in  Three Miles Square revolves 
a ro u n d  the  s tra igh ten ing  of th e  Little Bad River, w h ich  crosses 
the  easte rn  po rtion  of M antz  farm . It is a p ro ject w h ich  p u ts  the  
w idow  M antz  a t od d s w ith  h e r n ea rest ne ighbors, w h o m  she 
suspects (rightly) of h o p in g  som ehow  to take over h e r  farm  an d  
incorporate  it in to  th e ir ow n  ho ld ings. Paul C orey sum m arizes 
the  p roblem  ra th e r succinctly in  h is story:
The dredge-ditch situation stood something like this; Jensen had 
three forties along the river valley to the north; then came the Mantz 
family's one forty and across the road south lay three forties owned
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by Stubach. The surveyor's had run the course of the ditch to the east 
side of Jensen's land to give him a bigger plot on the west side; then 
Stubach got them to run the ditch to the west of his land to make his 
large field on the east side. That made the ditch course run 
cornerwise of the Mantz forty, cutting it into two three-cornered 
pieces, practically ruining the forty as farm land.
In  1913 M argaret C orey faced an  identical p red icam en t an d  it 
ap p ears  th a t she w ro te  to  Bess regard ing  the  unsatisfactory  
lan d  su rvey  for the  new  channel be ing  p ro p o sed  for Indian  
Creek. W hat she w ro te  p robab ly  paralle led  the  w idow  M antz 's  
susp ic ion  th a t h e r ne ighbo rs " h a d  b ribed  the  su rveyors to stake 
o u t th e  n ew  channel w h ere  th ey  w an ted  it,"  w here  it favored 
a n d  im proved  th e ir fields, n ev er m in d  th a t it spoiled  the  Corey 
w est forty. O n  8 O ctober Bess re sp o n d e d  w ith  the  som ew hat 
overly  optim istic , " It's  too b ad  abou t th a t survey . H ow  did  it 
tu rn  out? All righ t, I h o p e ."  Bess th en  reco u n ted  h e r  ow n 
m isad v en tu res  w ith  certain  n earby  h om esteaders  w ho  w ere 
a ttem p tin g  to have  th e ir g ro w n  ch ild ren  file claim s on  the  tracts 
con tiguous to h e r  lan d , tracts w h ich  she h a d  long h o p ed  m ight 
be claim ed by  m em bers of the  C orey fam ily an d  ou t of w hich 
h e r  d ream ed-o f ho rse  ranch  m igh t th en  be created . "Gee! such 
n e ig h b o rs—-equal to y o u rs ,"  w as Bess's terse  com m ent, one 
w hose  sen tim en t an d  ph raseo logy  w ere  echoed  in  Three Miles 
Square by  th re sh e r  Tom  Fell's com m ent to M rs. M antz: "W ell, 
m issus, h e a r  y o u 'v e  som e fine ne ighbors a ro u n d  here!"
M rs. C orey 's  p ro te s t against the  su rvey  w as jo ined  by the 
H arris fam ily, w hose  fields to the  so u th  of C orey farm  w ou ld  
also be adverse ly  affected by  the  p ro p o sed  channel of Ind ian  
Creek. In  h e r figh t to ob tain  justice, M argaret C orey h ad  the 
full su p p o rt of Bess, w h o  w ro te  again  to encourage her, 
ad d in g , "H o p e  y o u 're  kicking h a rd  e n o u g h ."  Bess h ad  talked 
the  w ho le  situa tion  over w ith  h e r h o m estead er ne ighbor and  
confidan t, G ran t S tone, an d  he  w as appalled , she said, feeling 
th a t M rs. C orey  w as n o t d em an d in g  sufficient dam ages: 
"G ran t th inks [your claim] sh o u ld  have been  $3500 or $5000 to 
m ake su re  of w h a t you  w a n t."  The u p sh o t of M rs. C orey 's 
p ro tes t, says Paul, "w as  th a t the  su rvey  w as done  over an d  the 
angle  of [of In d ian  C reek th ro u g h  o u r land] considerably
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reduced . The channel still ang led  across o u r lan d  b u t n o t as 
sharply . It w as m uch  b e tte r  for the  H arrises ' la n d ."  A  condition  
of the even tua l se ttlem en t, ap p aren tly , w as th a t th e  subse­
q uen t d igging  of a n ew  d itch  th a t w o u ld  s tra ig h ten  the  channel 
of the  m inor stream  em p ty ing  in to  In d ian  C reek on  C orey 
p roperty  w ou ld  involve em ploy ing  those  of the  C orey  boys 
w ho  w ished  to w ork  on  it. In  1915 Bess C orey h a d  p rob lem s of 
her ow n, find ing  herself s tra n d e d  by  one of the  w o rst floods 
ever on  Bad River (w hich itself could  u se  a good  b it of 
stra ighten ing). She escaped  by  clim bing a m akesh ift lad d e r  to  a 
railroad b ridge, b u t she w as still in te res ted  sufficiently  in  
hom eplace p roblem s to inqu ire  of h e r m o ther, "D id  the  boys 
get the  job of d igging  th a t d itch?" It is P au l's  recollection th a t 
the ditch w as w orked  on  by, a t least, Rob C orey, w h o  before 
long w ou ld  becom e sole p ro p rie to r of C orey  farm . In  Three 
Miles Square th e  d red g in g  scenes a long  The Little Bad River 
form  an  im pressive p a rt of the  conclud ing  action, a n d  it is w ith  
a m em ber of th is crew  th a t the  p re g n a n t V irney M antz  elopes.
The publication  of Three Miles Square in  1939 co incided  w ith  
the ou tbreak  of hostilities in  E urope; a n d  by  the  tim e th a t The 
Road Returns (1940) an d  County Seat (1941) ap p eared , com plet­
ing Paul C orey 's  M antz  trilogy, Pearl H arbo r w as im m inen t. 
Bess C orey rem ained  in  S ou th  D akota, w h ere  the  terro rs  of the  
dustbow l w ere  g iving w ay  at last to seasons of m ore p len tifu l 
rain  an d  decen t crops. D uring  W orld  W ar I, Bess h a d  v o lu n ­
teered  h e r services to go an y w h ere , to  do  w h a tev er she  w as 
called u p o n  to  do; b u t the  A rm istice of 1918 obv iated  the  n eed  
for such  w orkers, an d  she w as never called u p . By the  tim e of 
A m erica's en try  in to  the  Second w ar, Bess h a d  reached  th e  age 
of fifty-four, som ew hat "o v er th e  h ill"  so far as w orldw ide  
service m igh t be concerned . But she  could  be of he lp  on  the 
local scene, a n d  d u rin g  the  su m m er of 1942 she  w ro te  Paul 
from  P ie rre—her first com m unication  since th e ir 1941 exchange 
of ho liday  c a rd s—to tell h im  of h e r  w ork  w ith  th e  local 
sugar-ration ing  p rogram . H er job invo lved  reg iste ring  the  
public for their a llo tm ents. M any of the  fam ilies w ere  Ind ian
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a n d  she cited th e ir nam es: Brave Big H ead , N ew  H oly, Little 
T h u n d er, Little C loud, W easel Bear. All b u t one, to h e r relief, 
u n d e rs to o d  English.
The ra ins h a d  com e w ith  a vengeance , w ash in g  o u t bridges 
a n d  roads, a n d  forcing Bess's school term  to be ex tended  until 
June 10th ra th e r  th an  closing as an tic ipa ted  on  M ay 15th. She 
w as certain  th a t P a u l—w h o se  1935 visit to  h e r chosen  hom e 
h a d  coincided w ith  the  w orst of tim es—w ou ld  n ever recognize 
S tanley C o un ty  now . C ould  he believe th a t he r hom estead  on 
Bad River no w  stood  " in  a lan d  of lakes" an d  th a t to reach it she 
m u st follow  the  line of hills a n d  ridge tops th a t rose above the 
w aters? W here n o t flooded , the  lan d  w as g reen  an d  on  her
Elizabeth Corey, about 1947. Courtesy of Margaret Nelson and Jim Dusen.
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claim (w hich she no w  called h e r  " ran ch ") Bess fo u n d  the  native 
w hea t grasses h a d  m ade a com eback, tak ing  possession  of h e r 
yard  w ith  strong , tall b lades, som e of th em  exceeding forty- 
th ree  inches in  heigh t. She p rom ised  to  enclose som e proof, 
an d  w h en  Paul o p en ed  h e r letter, th e  d ried  g rassh ead s cam e 
pou ring  o u t u p o n  his lap. Still a ru ra l teacher, Bess h a d  b een  
offered a 10% raise in  salary  if she w o u ld  re tu rn  to  the  school 
she h ad  tau g h t in  1941-42 b u t, as alw ays, she  h a d  fo u n d  it 
im possible to  keep  ab reast of h e r  ob ligations an d , be ing  offered 
a school sixteen m iles o u t from  P ierre w h ich  w o u ld  pay  h e r 
tw en ty  dollars a m o n th  m ore, she  expected  to  " sign on  the  
d o tted  line" before the  offer flew  aw ay.
Bess C orey n ever d id  catch u p  w ith  h e r obligations, a n d  so 
she con tinued  h e r professionally-gratify ing  b u t som ew hat 
hand -to -m o u th  existence, p resid in g  over one  h igh -p la ins 
school after an o th e r as h e r h isto ry  of one-year s tan d s  p e rp e t­
u a ted  itself. H er d ream  of a com m ercially  viable h o rse  ranch  
along Bad River d ied  slow ly b u t surely , ye t Bess c lung  to  he r 
hom estead  acreage u n til 1947 w h e n  she sold  o u t h e r ho ld ings 
for $2000.00. The p roceeds w ere  invested  in  a tiny  h om e o n  the 
very ou tsk irts  of P ierre (th o u g h  by  an  ap p ro p ria te  coincidence 
on  E lizabeth Street). In  M ay 1954 Bess d ied  of cancer in  Pierre. 
A t he r bedside  w ere  Rob C orey 's  w idow , Lilah, a n d  h e r n ew  
h u sb an d , L eonard  M orris, w h o  b ro u g h t h e r  b o d y  h om e to 
Iow a for burial beside  h e r  p a ren ts  in  th e  coun try  g raveyard  at 
M onroe C hurch . M ost of h e r  siblings w ere  gone now : O lney , 
Rob, E thel a n d , in  the  year p reced in g  h e r  ow n  d ea th , Fuller. 
C hallenge C orey rem ained , a n d  Paul, w h o  h a d  m oved  to  a 
m oun ta in top  hom e so u th  of Sonom a, California, a n d  could  n o t 
re tu rn  to  M arne for the  funeral.
T hrough  the  years, Paul h a d  he ld  the  n e a t b u n d les  of letters 
bearing  the  p o stm ark  Fort Pierre, h o p in g  a n d  in te n d in g  som e 
day  to use  th em  as the  basis for fiction, a n ew  novel pe rh ap s. 
This aim  failing, Paul d u rin g  the  m id  1970s m in ed  B ess's letters 
for a leng thy  tribu te  com posed  of m eaty  excerp ts jo ined  a n d  
in te rp re ted  by  his ow n  ru n n in g  com m entary , the  w ho le  called 
" Bachelor Bess: M y S ister" a n d  p u b lish ed  in  1975 in  the
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th irty -sev en th  an n u a l vo lum e of South Dakota Historical Collec­
tions. A fterw ards, Paul d ep o sited  h is s is te r 's  S outh  D akota 
le tte rs  in  the  arch ives of the  sta te  historical society, w h ere  they  
have  b een  accessible to  scholars in te res ted  in  the  hom estead ing  
era an d  early-day  ru ra l schoolteaching. Publication of the 
le tte rs  by  The U niversity  of Iow a Press no w  m akes them  m ore 
w idely  available, n o t only  to  scholars a n d  h isto rians, b u t to the 
genera l public, w h o  will d iscover in  E lizabeth C orey an  exciting 
new  w riter, fully the  equal of h e r b ro th e r Paul, an  in trep id  
w o m an  w h o  n o t on ly  felt th a t she  "co u ld "  w rite  a book  bu t 
w h o , as no w  it tu rn s  o u t, d id  so.
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